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A bstract

This thesis focuses on the ways in which late-Renaissance identities are constructed
through Italian self-portraits and portraits, by considering the importance of the use of space,
the placement of the body, clothing, and other items within a painting. I consider portraits or
self-portraits as products of a historical moment and location. Each image becomes a unique
construction that speaks to the viewer about the artist creating the work, about the sitter, and
about the space in which they are situated. The art of Albrecht Dürer, Sofonisba Anguissola,
Lavinia Fontana, Titian and Parmigianino will be analyzed, in order to better understand
these various types of presentations.

Keywords: Italian Renaissance, portraits, self-portraits, identity construction, Italy.
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In t r o d u c t i o n

In the past two years I have become interested in looking at how late-Renaissance
identities are constructed, especially within the context of Italian self-portraits. I believe
that the artist has the ability to shape, form, and manipulate the identity of the sitter in the
image in various ways, to produce a desired outcome.1 To understand the intent of lateRenaissance self-portraits, I consider these paintings to be products of a certain time and
place, which have been influenced by their location, culture, and society. In this process,
each image becomes a unique construction that speaks to the viewer about the artist
creating the work, the sitter in the painting (who is the subject of the portrait), as well as
the space in which they are situated.
When the artist becomes his or her own maker in the context of self-portraiture,
he or she has the power to choose what to include within the image, what to eliminate,
which elements to highlight, and which elements to gloss over. Some of these elements
include the artist’s body, clothing, and the space in the painting. Within these selfportraits, the artist develops a direct and personal interest with the painting, and thus, has
a vested interest in the outcome of the project. By playing with various elements within
the image, the artist creates a specific type of presentation of self in which aspects of his
or her identity are revealed.

1
The sitter is the primary subject o f the painting. In the case o f portraits, the sitter is usually the
person who has commissioned the work o f art. With regards to self-portraits, the sitter is the artist, since
they are creating an image o f self.

2

John Martin’s article “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence: The Discovery
of the Individual in Renaissance Europe” (1997) has served as a pivotal point of
departure for my research. In his article, Martin argues that the human self in the
Renaissance time period is nothing more than a fiction or a construction. For Martin the
human has agency, and the ability to control and manipulate his or her identity in an
artful process.234 Martin believes that often times this leads to the presentation of a divided
self, where a person constructs a public façade that may have masked his or her personal
beliefs and convictions.5
If the artist has the ability to construct his or her own identity, or the identity of
the sitter, then it is important to consider the sort of construction that he or she is
attempting to present to the viewer. Furthermore, it is crucial to consider the nature of the
construction, which I define as framing devices, or the various attributes that serve to
create the presentation at hand. 6 My approach is informed by both art historical and
archeological methodologies, as this allows for a close and direct observation of the art

2 it should be noted that while John Martin has published other useful books and articles, including
his book Myths o f Renaissance Individualism (2004). I have chosen to focus my thesis around his article
“Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence: The Discovery o f the Individual in Renaissance Europe” due
to the concise nature o f the text, as well as its focus specifically on the Renaissance individual.
3 John Martin, “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence: The Discovery o f the Individual in
Renaissance Europe,” The American Review 102, no. 5 (1997), 131 1.
4 Ibid., 1 3 1 4 .1 use the term “artful process” here as a means to demonstrate how the artist has the
ability to carefully and artfully manipulate which elements will be included within the image, and how
these same elements were intended to be read by the viewer. I borrow this term from John Martin’s article
and 1 will use the term over the course o f this thesis to articulate the artistic manipulation involved in
identity creation.
5 Ibid., 1314. Martin builds his argument from his understanding o f the writings o f Stephen
Greenblatt, and Jacob Burckhardt.
6 Framing devices are literal and metaphorical frames used by the artist in the construction o f their
identity. These frames create a structure that sustain the artist’s image in the painting, and provide
information about the artist. Framing devices may be anything from the subject’s clothing, to the space in
the scene.

3

object(s) in question, as well as a close examination of the documents surrounding the art
object(s). My methodology is inspired by Henry Glassie’s research and writing on
material culture.78
Through careful observation of the various elements within an image, it is
possible to understand the specific construction and the manipulation involved in creating
an artwork. The presentation of the sitter, the body of the person, the various objects that
are included within the space of the painting, as well as the painting’s space are all
pivotal to constructing the sitter’s identity. These elements all work together to create a
frame within which the viewer is able to understand the image, the sitter, and the artist.
These elements also work together to create an identity for the Renaissance sitter, which
tell a story to the viewer.
Over the course of this project, the artwork of Albrecht Dürer, Lavinia Fontana,
Titian, Parmigianino, and Sofonisba Anguissola will prove useful for exploring different
ways in which the Renaissance individual had the ability to fashion his or her own
identity or the identity of others. Each artwork that will be presented has been carefully
chosen to contribute to understanding the fashioning of self in the late-Renaissance time
period. I have made an effort to provide some background information for each artist and
the artworks that are presented, to ensure that the social and cultural context give the
reader an informative basis for understanding this discussion. This includes information
pertaining to the social conventions of the time period, the history, and the background of

7 Henry Glassie, Material Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 6.
8 Martin, “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1323.
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the artist as well as the artwork, and art practices of the time that may be relevant to note
in relation to the practice of the artist in question.
I am primarily interested in exploring work produced by female artists Lavinia
Fontana, and Sofonisba Anguissola, to better understand the female’s representation of
self. Examples by male artists have been included to better contextualize my discussion,
and as such the works of Dürer, Titian and Parmigianino will also be explored. In
addition, it should be noted that I am primarily concerned with exploring later Italian
Renaissance self-portraits (1500-1600), as there was an evident shift in self-portraiture,
from the earlier Renaissance images that were produced in the fourteen hundreds.
Chapter One adopts an approach favoring material culture to consider specifically
how the Italian Renaissance individual was able to engage in an artful process in order to
construct his or her own identity or the identity of others. By considering the constructed
nature of the portrait, Renaissance conceptions of the individual, and two self-portraits by
the Italian Renaissance painter Lavinia Fontana (1552-1614), this chapter will
demonstrate how the Renaissance individual frames and constructs his or her identity or
the identity of others through the inclusion of multiple framing devices. This ultimately
creates a presentation of self that reveals public and at times private elements of his or her
identity to the viewer.
In Chapter Two, I will continue to consider the construction of the artist’s identity
as being part of an artful process, where the artist manipulates various elements in the
image to create a presentation of self. Here it will prove relevant to consider the mirror as
a framing device that distorts the reflection, thus, affecting the final image of the artist.

5

The chapter will consider various topics relevant to the mirror as it pertains to self
portraiture. This includes looking at different types of mirrors and the incongruent
relationship between the subject, the reflection, and the final product presented onto the
canvas. I will also examine Parmigianino’s Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror (c. 1524),
Sofonisba Anguissola’s Self-Portrait from 1554, and her Self-Portrait from 1555 as
examples of the artist’s construction of self.
Chapter Three will continue to examine how the Italian Renaissance artist was
able to construct his or her identity through an artful process. Here I will consider
theatrical approaches to identity construction, Titian’s (1488-1576) non-autographic SelfPortrait (1565) and Sofonisba Anguissola’s (1532-1625) painting Bernardino Campi
Painting Sofonisba Anguissola (1550). This chapter will examine the relationship
between artist and sitter in the staging of their identity as a performance. Here the artist
approaches their self-presentation in a more playful manner, with the painting becoming
a metaphor for a stage, and the artist becoming an actor or actress. In Chapters One and
Two, a direct relationship between the artist and his or her identity within the portrait is
conveyed to the viewer. In Chapter Three, the artists create distance between self as artist
and self as sitter. Common to all three chapters will be the continued exploration of the
use of framing devices by the artist in the construction of his or her identity.
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C hapter O ne

T h e C o n s t r u c t io n

of th e l a t e - r e n a is s a n c e

In d i v i d u a l

This chapter examines how the late-Italian Renaissance artist was able to
construct his or her identity, or the identity of others, through an artful process. I will do
this by considering (1) the constructed nature of the portrait, (2) literary and scholarly
conceptions of the Renaissance individual, and (3) two self-portraits by the Italian
Renaissance painter Lavinia Fontana. Ultimately this chapter analyzes specific
approaches whereby the artist creates a presentation of self that reveals public, and at
times, private elements of the subject’s identity.
I begin my discussion with an analysis of Albrecht Dürer’s A Portrait Machine
(1525) to consider various ways in which the portrait is a construction created by various
framing devices. Although Dürer as a Northern Renaissance artist falls outside the main
focus of this thesis on Italian Renaissance artists, his A Portrait Machine serves as an
effective starting point because of the way he used frames and the space within the
image. Likewise the woodcut draws attention to the subjective nature of portrait creation,
especially in creating an identity for the Renaissance sitter.
Next I will consider Renaissance conceptions of the individual. My discussion is
informed by John Martin’s article entitled “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence:
The Discovery of the Individual in Renaissance Europe” (1997). Martin claims that the
Renaissance individual was a construction in which the individual put on a public façade,
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while hiding aspects of their private self, in turn, creating a divided self. In addition, it
will prove useful to consider Giorgio Vasari’s (1511-1574) construction of the artistic
individual from the perspective of a period writer, to view the altered nature of identity
construction.
My discussion of Dtirer, followed by Martin, sets the context for the third portion
of my analysis: how the late-Italian Renaissance artist Lavinia Fontana (1552-1614)
constructed her artistic identity by revealing aspects of her public as well as her private
self within her paintings Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant (1577) and
Self-Portrait in the Studiolo (1579). I have chosen Fontana because of the notoriety and
her importance as a practicing artist in the Renaissance. Some scholars such as Caroline
P. Murphy recognize Fontana as the first female painter in Europe to attain professional
success in direct competition with male artists.910 Fontana worked as a professional artist
in Bologna creating portraits, altarpieces, private devotional works, and mythological
paintings during the Renaissance.
However, Murphy and others have taken a more canonical approach to Fontana as
a woman transgressing boundaries. Although this information contributes to my
discussion of Fontana, my intention in analyzing her two self-portraits is to try to
understand how Fontana negotiates elements of her public and private self within the
space of the two images. Fontana complicates her presentation by relying on tropes of
womanly and noble behavior, which mask her status as an artist. As a professional artist,

9 Martin, 'inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1323.
10 Caroline P Murphy, Lavinia Fontana: A Painter and her Patrons in Sixteenth-Century Bologna
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), 1.
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Fontana is able to move out of the private, domestic world, to the public art world.
Fontana’s conflation of spheres (public and private) illustrate how the artist did not
necessarily hide elements of her private self as John Martin suggests, but instead,
Fontana’s artworks highlight how individuals negotiated between these two spaces.
Scholarly Approach Based on Material Culture
As someone writing in a different time period than the Italian Renaissance, I have
carefully thought about which methodological approach to apply, and how to come to
terms with understanding another historical era. Specifically, my research favors a
material culture approach, which allows for an examination of the construction of the
Renaissance identity.
In his book Material Culture (1999) the art historian Henry Glassie presents an
archeological approach to creating historical narratives.11123 To create these narratives,
Glassie relies upon what he sees as scraps from the past.

12

He writes that it is only

through “things that [have a] chance to exist in the present” that these narrative orders
come into existence.

The possibility of what these “things” are is infinite, whether they

are old books, broken pots, or memories.14 It is only by seeking understanding from these
fragmented sources that they “will carry us, at once, far back into time and out across

11 Henry Glassie is a university professor at Indiana University Bloomington, and specializes on
subjects including material culture, folk art, folklife, and vernacular architecture.
12 Glassie, Material Culture , 6.
13 Ibid.
14 Although Glassie references material objects that can be used to create narrative orders, non
tangible objects such as memories can also be used to understand and create these orders as well. In one
such example, he alludes to “disturbed memories.” Although I am not concerned with exploring “disturbed
memories,” the exploration o f non-tangible concepts or invisible elements in self-portraits will be analyzed.
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space into every place. [...] History becomes a kind of archeology.”15 Thus, for Glassie
understanding the past is based on diverse forms of historical objects that are deciphered
through modem analytical techniques.
Glassie’s archeological approach is useful for exploring the constructs of
historical narratives, which have been sewn together by various objects and sources to
create stories or documents. Although written history presented by institutions often
attempts to depict a seamless chronology by creating narrative orders, these narrative
orders belie a constructed nature within the culmination of stories. In other words, how
history has been interpreted should be brought into question. Even more important is the
potential for these objects to carry us far back to other times, spaces, and places.16
This leads me to the following questions. If our ability to access and construct the
past is limited to information that exists today, do historians have the ability to develop
an accurate understanding of the past? If we are distanced by time and space from a
culture we seek to study, how are we able to understand the nature and significance of the
objects or paintings and the meanings of the documents? Furthermore, how do we
develop a well-informed narrative of the past, where abstract concepts such as time and
space play such a crucial role in our understanding of another era?

15 Glassie, Material Culture, 6 and 31.
16 The term “space” is a broad and complex term which will be explored further on especially as it
relates to the artist’s space within the painting, or the physical and conceptual space in which these same
paintings exist. Doreen M assey’s book For Space (2005), Henri Lefebvre’s book State, Space, World:
Selected Essays (2009), and Gillian Rose’s essay “Women and Everyday Spaces” (1999) have provided
valuable information for understanding concepts relating to space.
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To answer these questions we should consider material culture as a means to
understand the tangible or material facets of a culture, which might otherwise be
discounted, ignored, or glossed over due to scholarly approaches which value the
importance of certain types of objects over others. These objects might include any
material object from pots and pans, to art and architecture, or articles of clothing.
Material culture allows that the emphasis in study be placed on the object or the artifact
to delve into understanding the significance of the material and its value to the culture.
Furthermore, material culture allows for a different approach to understanding objects,
artifacts, or materials. It allows the researcher, regardless of area of expertise, to look at
materials in new ways. In considering Fontana’s self-portraits and the construction of the
artist’s identity, the goal is to present new information about the nature of her self
presentation.
The Renaissance Identity Constructed Through Framing Devices
In the same way that history and historical narratives are constructions created to
serve different purposes, I argue that the Renaissance identity is likewise a construction
created through careful framing and placement of various elements in the painting
including the sitter, the space, and other objects within the room. Through this
construction, a presentation of the sitter is created which reveals public and at times
private elements of the individual’s identity to the viewer. An analysis of Diirer’s
woodcut entitled A Portrait Machine (1525) (Figure 1-1) is useful to illustrate this idea,
as the artist draws attention to the constructed nature of portraiture, which is created
through multiple frames that have been carefully placed throughout the image.
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Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528) was a German painter, printmaker, mathematician,
engraver, and theorist from Nuremberg. Many of the skills he developed in relation to
these various areas of expertise are evident in A Portrait Machine. The image depicts an
artist to the right side of the room using a mechanical drawing aid to look at the sitter
who is posed across from him on the opposite side of the room. The artist stands, in the
act of drawing, and faces the sitter who is positioned in an elegant-looking chair.
Positioned directly between the two, and almost acting as a partition between the two
figures, are an upright piece of framed glass and a drawing mechanism. These tools were
intended to help the artist, architect, or engineer create a more “accurate” representation
of the subject in question.1718
The portrait machine being used by the artist acts as the first framing device in the
construction of the sitter’s identity. Dürer experimented with this device to determine its
potential for creating a more accurate likeness of three-dimensional subjects and
figures.

From the spectator’s point of view it appears as though the artist looks at his

subject through a tiny peephole. If Renaissance artists used portrait machines, looking
through the peephole helped the artist imitate the likeness of the subject. Furthermore, by
using this machine, the artist could be acknowledged as having created an “accurate”
representation of the subject, since the portrait machine focused the eye directly on the
sitter. Flowever, I argue that Renaissance portraiture is more complex. It is in fact less

17 Lome Campbell, Miguel Falomir, Jennifer Fletcher, and Luke Syson, Renaissance Faces: Van

Eyck to Titian (London: National Gallery Company Limited, 2008), 262.
18 Ibid.
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about “accuracy” and more about the specific type of presentation of self which the artist
desired to achieve, whether by using a machine or not.
In using the portrait machine as a framing device, Dtirer conveys the idea that
portrait creation is simply a matter of geometrical and mathematical precision, in which
the most precise viewpoint can be found by simply adjusting the mechanical device to the
correct height so the artist can view the sitter from the desired position in the room. This
implies that identical images of the sitter could be produced by the artist each time. This
type of production was intended to produce objective portraits that eliminate subjective
elements on the part of the artist or the sitter, for example, by focusing on the more
attractive qualities of the sitter. Furthermore, since the sitter is a well-dressed man, seated
in an elegant chair, with his hair nicely combed, this woodcut also suggests that the
purpose of the portrait was to show the public self of the sitter. In so doing, the private
self is not made evident.
However, there is also the possibility that Dtirer’s use of the portrait machine is
not intended to suggest that portrait-making is simply a matter of geometric precision and
mathematical calculations. I suggest that perhaps this image aims also to poke fun at this
type of portrait creation. In looking at the setup of the room, the framing devices and
different perspectives in the room, it becomes evident that endless readings are possible.
In A Portrait Machine the space provides greater details for understanding the
sitter and the artist. For example, the elaborate chair on which the sitter is posed, with
various decorative elements such as the elevated back and the curved base, serves to
place the sitter in a more refined setting. The canopied bed in the background, which

13

opens up to reveal the blanket and pillow, alludes to a domestic place of comfort. The
space in the foreground to the right of the image is the artist’s space. His table and
materials are on display and he is in the midst of creating this portrait. The space of the
woodcut becomes one which merges the artist and the sitter in a more complex setting.
The act of framing objects, persons, and spaces continues throughout. The sitter is
framed twice in the image: once by the rectangular chair on which he sits and again by
the wooden-glass frame on which the artist draws. Additionally, from the sitter’s
viewpoint, the artist is framed by the wooden-glass border, which is attached to the table.
From the artist’s viewpoint, the room itself is framed by his sightline through the
mechanical drawing aid and the wooden-glass-frame. Thus, there are layers of framing
throughout. The artist is framed by the curtain, to the right of the room, and the entire
scene is also framed by curtains along the top of the room, which open up to the bedroom
area.
I suggest that the series of frames within the frame of the portrait documents
objects in a manner that makes them quantifiable, or identifiable in a scientific sense.
Dürer is clearly mapping the framing process involved in creating the portrait, while
simultaneously calling into question the objective mode of representation of the portrait.
As the seemingly objective modes of representation within the image are broken down,
and their subjective positioning is revealed, it becomes evident that each vantage point
within the woodcut has been carefully constructed by the artist. Ultimately Dürer
articulates the subjective nature of the portrait by showing how each frame has been
strategically placed within the room, thereby rendering the objective elements subjective
in nature.
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The frames included throughout the image contradict the idea of an “accurate”
portrait representation since they draw into question the idea of perspective. Through the
inclusion of multiple perspectives within the space, Dürer demonstrates how frames and
viewpoints can be altered even within the confines of one room, thus creating a
subjective method of representation that has been strategically put together. Dürer’s
criticism of the idea of using a portrait machine to create images now becomes more
apparent because there is not one stable or accurate viewing position or perception. The
portrait is in fact an image constructed through a series of frames, framing devices, and
spaces, which ultimately reveal the subjective nature of portraiture.
Dürer’s intelligent play on A Portrait Machine brings to mind the architectural
research of Kim Dovey.

In his book Framing Places: Mediating Power in Built Form

(1999) Dovey writes that “[fjraming implies both the construction of a world and of a
way of seeing ourselves in it- at once picture and mirror.”

Dovey’s reference to “the

construction of a world” articulates the manipulation involved to produce a certain image.
This manipulation becomes evident in the woodcut, especially since the perspective of
the artist in the image differs from that of the sitter. Both figures are viewing each other
and the room through frames. The viewpoint through frames creates a visual illustration
of the manner in which these individuals and others see the world through a limited
vantage point which highlights one perspective, while removing other elements from the
given vantage point.1920

19 Kim Dovey is an Australian architectural critic and Professor o f Architecture and Urban Design
at the University o f Melbourne where he teaches urban design theory.
20 Kim Dovey, Framing Places: Mediating Power in Built Form (London and New York:
Routledge, 1999), 1.
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Ultimately Dürer’s woodcut A Portrait Machine demonstrates how the
Renaissance individual—in this case the artist—frames and constructs the sitter’s identity
through the inclusion of multiple framing devices, which ultimately create a presentation
of self that reveals public elements of her or his identity to the sitter. The individual’s
identity is framed by the viewpoint of the artist, the space, and other objects within the
room. The subjective nature of the portrait becomes more evident in this moment, as
Dürer’s A Portrait Machine helps to question the objective nature of the Renaissance
individual’s identity within portraiture. The subjectivity of portrait creation will likewise
prove visible when considering Martin’s theory, and Fontana’s self-portraits.
The Renaissance Self: Public and Private Self
As the Renaissance individual constructed his or her identity, specific aspects of
self were shown to the viewer. This next discussion will aim to consider Renaissance
conceptions of the individual according to scholarly and literary approaches to
demonstrate how the Renaissance individual framed and constructed his Or her identity or
the identity of others through the inclusion of multiple framing devices. This created a
presentation of self that revealed public and at times also private elements of his or her
identity to the viewer.
Of particular interest is the belief, as stipulated by John Martin, that the
Renaissance individual is a construction, especially to consider which components were
used to construct this identity.

21
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This concept will be important to consider in relation to

Martin, “ Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1323.
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the profession of the individual, since the occupation was often used by society as a
ranking method. While modem scholarship has questioned the extent to which an
understanding of the Renaissance self can be seen in terms of the fashioning of human
identity as an artful process, which can be manipulated, this discussion aims to
demonstrate to what extent the individual, especially the artist, becomes a construction.
In this section, the writing of Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) will be considered to
understand how the construction of the artistic identity was manipulated to the point that
the individual came to possess superhuman qualities and characteristics.
As was mentioned above, Martin suggests that Renaissance individuals,
especially of the middle and upper-classes, possessed a consciousness with regard to the
presentation of themselves, and thereby they distinguished their public self from their
private self.

When individuals have the ability to manipulate their personality, their

mode of behavior, or the presentation of selves that is put forth, this demonstrates the
constructed nature of Renaissance selves.

Martin writes that this creation of identity

produces an increased “self-consciousness about the fashioning of human identity as a
24

manipulable, artful process, and about the internal self as an agent or subject.”

Therefore, the ability to create oneself and one's human identity becomes part of an artful
process, where the individual is the subject of the construction.2*4

22 The Renaissance consciousness appears to be similar in some respects to the modern-day
consciousness, where we change and control our behaviors within different social and private settings, wear
different clothes to present a certain image, etc. There will be noted differences between the time periods,
and the manner in which these differences are articulated.
The construction o f self is evident in all eras, not only the Renaissance era, but for the purposes
o f this paper, the Renaissance will remain the focus for this discussion.
24 Martin, “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1323.
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The artful process in constructing identity becomes more transparent when the
ideas of the Renaissance scholar Joanna Woods-Marsden are considered along side
Martin’s theories. In her essay “Introduction: Collective Identity/ Individual Identity”
(2000) Woods-Marsden writes that the most important factor in determining a
Renaissance person’s standing was “the rank attached to his or her occupation, and this
occupation was always evaluated socially on the basis of its proximity to, or distance
from, physical labor.”25
During the Renaissance intellectuals were generally elevated above laborers. This
is to say that these individuals’ ranks or job status played an important role in defining
others’ opinions. Within the context of the art world, the status of the artist was changing
during this era since the artist was seen less as a craftsperson, and more as an artisan.
This resulted in an elevation of the status of the artist within society.
In constructing their identities, artists could rely upon many venues through which
to highlight their intellect and their skills (painting, sculpture, architecture, and so on).
During the sixteenth century the Italian painter, writer, historian, and architect Giorgio
Vasari expanded the concept of the artist and his or her identity. Vasari’s artful process
appeared in the form of a highly influential text from 1550: Le vite de più eccellenti
pittori, scultori ed architettori (Lives o f the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors and
Architects). Vasari’s approach will be considered to demonstrate the fabricated
production of self which comes through in his writing. Vasari’s approach to constructing

Joanna Woods-Marsden, “Introduction: Collective Identity/ Individual Identity,” in Fashioning
Identities in Renaissance Art, ed. Mary Rogers (Brookfield, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2000), 1.
25
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the artistic identity is much more overt, while Fontana’s approach later on will prove to
be more subtle.
In constructing the identities of the artists he discusses, Vasari frequently places
emphasis on their supposed God-given talents and skills. The art historian Joan Stack, in
her essay entitled “Artists into Heroes: The Commemoration of Artists in the Art of
Giorgio Vasari” (2000) has suggested that Vasari’s emphasis on aggrandizing these
artists was to further elevate the class of the artists by placing artists amongst
Renaissance society’s most powerful peoples.

Thus, Vasari sought to create heroes out

of artists. For example, Vasari writes about Michelangelo’s talents and skills to highlight
the God-given characteristics the artist possessed, especially in comparison to all other
artists. He says: “The way Michelangelo’s talents and skills developed astonished
Domenico, who saw him doing things quite out of the ordinary for boys of his age and
not only surpassing his many other pupils but also very often rivaling the achievements of
the master himself.”

The chapter on Michelangelo repeatedly draws attention to the

manner in which Michelangelo frequently astonished others with his talents and skills,
28

especially since he could surpass “every other sculptor of the modem age.”

Vasari

credited God for giving the world an artist such as Michelangelo who was skilled in
29

every craft in order to teach others how to attain perfection.26789

26 Joan Stack, “Artists into Heroes: The Commemoration o f Artists in the Art o f Giorgio Vasari,”
in Fashioning Identities in Renaissance Art, ed. Mary Rogers (Brookfield, VT: Ashgate Publishing
Company, 2000), 164.
27 Giorgio Vasari, Lives o f the Artists, Volume Î (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1987), 328.
28 Ibid., 334.
29 Ibid., 325.
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Vasari’s writing pushed identity construction to the limit in terms of creating
extraordinary conceptions of artistic individuals. Identity construction here becomes a
tool by which the author changes the individual from an ordinary human into someone
with extraordinary qualities. Furthermore, his approach to writing about artistic
personalities helped to elevate the status of the artist and changed the way artists were
viewed within society. The artist’s profession, which was representative of his or her
public self, became something to be elevated and showcased within literature and society.
Vasari’s approach proves different to Fontana’s, which will be considered next.
Fontana’s Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant
Lavinia Fontana’s (1552-1614) two self-portraits Self-Portrait at the Keyboard
with a Maidservant (1577) (Figure 1-2) and Self-Portrait in the Studiolo (1579) (Figure
1-3), are examples of the artist’s public and private selves. Fontana presents herself
through the controlled manipulation of her body, the space and the other elements,
including clothes, jewelry, and the physical environment within the image. All of these
elements are critical to her identity as they reference her social status, talents, and skills,
as well as intellect. Fontana’s self-portraits demonstrate how artistic identity is
manipulated for the viewer to witness a presentation of the artist’s identity. Where Vasari
manipulated the artistic identity in a more overt manner to focus on the positive attributes
of the artist, Fontana likewise focused on her positive traits to construct her identity for
the viewer.

20

To decipher these meanings, some biographical information about Fontana’s life
is important. Lavinia Fontana was bom in Bologna on 24 August 1552.30*32Her father
Prospero Fontana was an important painter for Pope Julius III. Prospero Fontana’s studio
contained a collection of archeological objects as well as a large library with prints,
engravings, drawings, emblem books, and literature.

31

It was in this environment that

Lavinia learned to paint. In her work she adopted practices and styles from other artists.
For example, the artist “emulated her father’s fluid brushstroke and taste for jewel-like
coloring, while at the same time incorporating the delicacy of Correggio’s devotional
paintings, the sweetness of Federico Barocci, and the naturalism of Annibale Carracci.”

32

In addition to being influenced by others’ styles, Fontana also developed her own artistic
style.
Lavinia assisted her father in the completion of several small-scale commissions
during the 1560s and 1570s.

By 1575 she was independently painting portraits and

religious images and “had developed an artistic identity quite separate from her
father’s.”3435After 1575, Fontana received commissions for altarpieces in Bologna and in
Rome.

By 1603 Fontana had established her own successful workshop in Rome. During

30 Vera Fortunati, Lavinia Fontana o f Bologna, 1552-1615 (Milan, Italy: Electa, 1998), 13.
11 Ibid.
32 Katherine Mclver, “Lavinia Fontana’s ‘Self-Portrait Making M usic,’” Woman’s Art Journal 19,
no. 1 (1998), 3.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
35 Ibid.
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this time, she became a member of the painter’s guild, the Accademia di San Luca, which
had just begun admitting women.3637*She died in Rome in 1614.
The context of Fontana’s painting Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a
Maidservant (1577) is significant. The image was given as a gift by Lavinia Fontana to
Severo Zappi, the father of her future husband, Giovanni Paolo, when they were engaged
in early 1577.

When presenting a reading of the image, Caroline P. Murphy suggests

that this painting could “be viewed in its entirety as a love knot— as a gift for the
betrothed,” due both to the fact that there is a love knot on the keyboard, and the intended
use of the painting as a present to the future in-laws.

38

In the painting, Fontana is seated on a brown and red chair at the piano, with her
hands on the keys, ready to play, while her body and face are angled towards the viewer
in a three-quarter-profile view. Her facial expression is serious, as she does not seem to
smile, although her eyes meet the gaze of the viewer. Only half of the piano is visible in
the painting and Fontana can be seen from her legs upwards. She is wearing an elegant
red dress, which is a bridal color in Bologna, with white ruffles at the neck, white sleeves
and two pieces of red-beaded jewelry. Her hair is parted in the middle and pulled back
with ribbons that are intertwined at the back of her head. Her maidservant stands to the
left side of the painting behind Fontana and is slightly bent over while holding a music

36 Ibid.
37 Katherine Mclver in her article “Lavinia Fontana’s Self-Portrait Making Music” writes that after
remaining at the Zappi household, the painting became part o f Luisa Feroni Buondelmonte’s collection. It
was later given to Matilde Bonaparte, before being purchased by Count Primoli, and lastly arrived at the
Accademia Nazionale di San Luca (Rome) when the Navone family donated it.
j8 Murphy, Lavinia Fontana, 41.
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book that is open. To the back of the painting, on the right hand side of the room, there is
a window that reflects some light.
An easel has been placed directly in front of the window and it is slightly closed.
The easel, although present in the room, shows no sign of being used, as there are no
paint supplies or canvas present. To the right hand side of the easel is a cassone, or
wooden chest, which traditionally held the trousseau of the bride. The left side of the
room in the back is fairly dark. On the top portion of this area there appears a Latin
inscription: Lavinia Virgo Prosperi Fonatane/ Filia Ex Speculo Imaginem Oris Suis
Expresit Anno/MDLXXVII (Lavinia the Virgin Daughter of Prospero Fontana depicted
herself from a mirror in the year 1577).

39

Scholars have addressed the importance of Fontana’s painting in terms of her
presentation of herself as a virtuous woman and her attempt to show her intellect and
talent.3940412These issues of virtue will continue to prove relevant when considering
Anguissola’s self-portraits in Chapters Two and Three. Indeed Fontana presents herself
as a well-educated and refined woman in a presentation of self that is based on sentiments
similar to those found in Baldassare Castiglione’s II libro del cortegiano (The Courtier)
from 1528.4' As the art historian Vera Fortunati further suggests in her book Lavinia
Fontana o f Bologna, 1552-1615 (1998), the piano is an important feature of the work as
well because it is synonymous with female chastity.

Similar sentiments are presented

39 Ibid., 42.
40 Mclver, “Lavinia Fontana’s ‘Self-Portrait Making M usic,”’ 3.
41 The idea o f the virtuous woman, and texts which presented information on the topic will be
further explored in Chapter Two when considering the life and artwork o f Sofonisba Anguissola.
42 Fortunati, Lavinia Fontana o f Bologna , 52.
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by Katherine A. Mclver who suggests in her article “Lavinia Fontana’s Self-Portrait
Making Music’’’ (1998) that Fontana is presented very much as the object of the male
gaze.43 Mclver states that within paintings depicting a woman, the woman was often
“twice the object of the male gaze” because most images were painted by a male artist
and intended for a male patron. 44 Fontana broke somewhat from this convention since
she painted the image herself.
In many respects these scholarly readings are accurate as they pertain to the
artist’s identity in this image. However, discussions have centered mainly on Fontana’s
dress and the role of the piano. The easel has simply, and logically, been interpreted as a
reference to her professional career. Yet, little attention has been given to the importance
of the space in the image, and how the space of the room further complicates issues of her
identity as a young, unwed artist. Catherine King is among the few to note that Fontana
“also provide [s] an informative interior, which shows her easel set up in a neat and
wealthy room, including gilded leather wall-coverings and shutters.”

Indeed, King

insists upon the informative nature of Fontana’s interior depiction. However, drawing on
Albrecht Durer’s work and the theories of Martin, I suggest there is more to be said about
the framing of the space within the painting that contributes to the construction of the
artist’s identity.
The importance of this space as being feminine should be noted since scholars
have glossed over how the space functions with the rest of the painting and in relation to

Mclver, “Lavinia Fontana’s ‘Self-Portrait Making M usic,”’ 3-5.
44 Ibid., 4.
45 Catherine King, “Looking at Sight: Sixteenth-Century Portraits o f Women Artists,” Zeitschrift
fur Kunstgeschichte 58, no. 3 (1995), 392.

24

Fontana’s life, focusing instead on identifying the objects found in the room. I aim to
open up our understanding of the connotations associated with this space and some of the
complications that arise in Fontana’s choice of representation. In this instance, Fontana
presents herself in a space that is clearly feminine and domestic. The various elements
that contribute to making the room feminine include her presence within the space, her
clothing and attire as well as the trousseau, combined with the presence of her
maidservant and the complete absence of male figures. Fontana’s central position within
the room places her in a dominant position. The trousseau situated in the back of the
room hints towards her future marriage and her potential as a wife.
It should also be noted that the interior recesses of the home were often
considered domestic, i.e. female spaces. Fontana has constructed a domestic or private
space here as she is situated within her bedchamber, thus, referencing her potential as a
noble wife and mother. She presents a façade of a pious and virtuous woman. Curiously
this space stands in juxtaposition to Fontana’s very public life as an artist. It should also
be noted that at this time a man’s social standing was determined by his profession, but a
woman’s standing was determined by her virtue. Fontana appears to present herself
primarily in terms of her public self within the painting: she frames herself by wearing
her best clothing set within an elegant domestic setting, while alluding to her artistic
potential. Indeed, the easel is her public self as it reflects her profession. Also, the easel is
slightly closed, and lacks the presence of canvas, paintbrushes, and other paint tools
required to make the artwork. Fontana’s public façade references her profession, which at
this time was not dominated by women.

25

To borrow Martin’s term, Fontana artfully manipulates her identity in this
instance, emphasizing her talents as a musician, while also referencing her potential as a
wife. Fontana minimizes the reference to her profession by setting the easel in the
background where it is not in use. Conversely, the actual painting itself demonstrates her
abilities as an artist to her future in-laws. Thus, her self-portrait speaks for itself as a
testament to her skills. At the moment in which this painting was created, Fontana had
not yet established her workshop in Rome.4647It was in 1603 that she set up her successful
workshop in Rome and became a member of the painter’s guild.
Additionally the musical space within the painting is accorded greater importance
than the workshop. Perhaps at this earlier date, in 1577, when her career as an artist was
not yet established, Fontana wanted to be associated with the intellectual class, hence the
reason why music becomes more important. This could indicate some uncertainty about
her vision of her future as an artist. Furthermore, during the sixteenth century there was a
debate as to which art form was superior. This debate is similar to the one that considered
professions involving manual labor to be of lesser value than those involving the intellect.
In her exploration of these ideas, Katherine Mclver writes: “Music, it must be
remembered, was always a liberal art, whereas painting has been defined as a mechanical
art.”

Nevertheless, the discussion as to which art was superior became an issue in

sixteenth-century art theory and recalled the debate over the relationship of painting and
sculpture. Therefore, in order to present herself in a more favorable manner, Fontana did

46 Mclver, “Lavinia Fontana’s ‘Self-Portrait Making M usic,”’ 3,
47 Katherine A. Mclver, “Maniera, Music, and Vasari,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 28, no. 1
(1997), 53.
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not provide evidence of the manual labor involved in creating her artwork. She
deliberately eliminated the evidence of the brushes and palette, in favor of a more noble
presentation of herself.
These spaces and the objects within the spaces help construct Fontana’s identity
as a talented artist, because she references her easel while also allowing the quality of the
portrait to stand out for the viewer. Her self-portrait ultimately functions as a way for the
artist to construct her identity, revealing aspects of her public professional self, as well as
her private self to the viewer. Fontana seeks to validate her profession, while at the same
time presenting herself within that same profession, despite her womanhood. In this
process she provides an example of how the Renaissance individual framed and
constructed identity through the inclusion of framing devices, in this case especially
space. This ultimately creates a presentation of self which reveal public and at times also
private elements of her identity to the viewer.
Fontana’s S e lf - P o r tr a it in

th e S tu d io lo

The second painting under consideration here is Fontana’s Self-Portrait in the
Studiolo (1579). The painting was commissioned by the Dominican theologian and
scholar Alfonso Chacon, who lived in Rome at the time.

The work was intended to

become part of a collection of illustrious figures of the day, which would then be used as
a basis for copper engravings.

Chacon requested a portrait of Fontana, which he

intended to turn into a print, to accompany a similar image of Sofonisba Anguissola48

48 Fortunati, Lavinia Fontana o f Bologna, 58.

(1532-1625) as well as “five hundred illustrious men and women which shall be engraved
in copper at the expense of his Grace the Archduke Ferdinand of Austria.”50

Fontana created and sent the portrait to Rome in May of 1579.5152The painting was
part of Chacon’s collection until 1599 when he died.

In this painting, Fontana is seated

inside a studio space, at a desk, but she is turned slightly to the left in order to face the
viewer in a three-quarter profile view. She holds a pen in her right hand and there is a
blank paper on the table in front of her. Like the first self-portrait, she faces the viewer. In
this instance, it is the left side of her face that is more visible to the viewer.
It appears as though she is about to draw the archeological fragments that are on
the table and the shelves in the studio. There are two small nude gods, a Mercury and
Venus on her desk, and fragments of heads, a torso, a hand, and a foot displayed in a case
in the background.53 Again she is dressed in an elegant manner, with lace, fabrics, and
also a large necklace with a cross on it. On her head she wears a crown which was a
fashionable item for women of the middle and upper-classes at the time. On the table
there is a Latin inscription that is signed and dated Lavinia Fontana/ Zapii Facieb/
[M]DLXXVIIII or Lavinia Fontana/ Zapii made this/1579.
In this painting, less of her body is visible than in the first, as she is shown only
from about the chest upwards. Her arms are both shown in the painting, but the circular
form of the image cuts off her left elbow. Fontana’s use of colors and her facial

50 Murphy, Lavinia Fontana, 73.
51 Ibid.
52 In her book Lavinia Fontana o f Bologna, Vera Fortunati writes that in 1773 the painting went to
the Galleria degli Uffizi (Florence).
53 Murphy, Lavinia Fontana, 73.
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expression give a sense of the artist’s seriousness. The background space is dark, which
complements the colors of brown, beige, black, and white that are used throughout the
rest of the painting. Fontana’s facial expression is more somber and she meets the
viewer’s eye, even though she is seated at an angle.
Scholars addressing the importance of Fontana’s painting Self-Portrait in the
Studiolo have focused on the method in which Fontana presents herself as an intellectual,
with less interest on her profession as an artist. My goal is to provide a deeper
understanding of how Fontana used the studiolo space to construct and validate her
identity as a female artist, while simultaneously portraying her intellectual abilities. I
believe that Fontana used the space to reveal elements of both her public, and her private
self to the viewer. Caroline P. Murphy writes that “the picture seeks to ensure that
Lavinia would not be identifiable specifically as a painter but rather as an erudite and
creative woman whose interest in art is reflected in her collection of antiques...”

In

addressing the interior space of the studiolo within the painting, Murphy writes that
Fontana “promotes the idea that her environment is a collector’s study.”*
55 Murphy
believes that Fontana positions herself this way to promote herself as an intellectual.
Despite its interesting appearance, much less scholarship is available on Fontana’s
Self-Portrait in the Studiolo as compared to her other artworks. Sometimes the image is
situated within discussions of self-portraits by other artists. For example in Frances
Borzello’s book Seeing Ourselves: Women’s Self-Portraits (1998), Borzello situates

Ibid., 73
Ibid

29

Fontana’s self-portrait among others created by artists such as Elisabeth Vigee-Lebrun
and Sofonisba Anguissola.56*Fontana’s portrait in this context receives four sentences.
They are limited to explaining how the commission for the portrait came into being.

57

Like Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant, Fontana’s Self-Portrait in
the Studiolo presents another interesting example of an interior space, since this time she
situates herself in the masculine space of her father’s studiolo. Fontana had access to the
collection of antique models in her father’s studiolo, which was also full of books,
drawings, and reliefs.

Here Fontana is seated at a desk, with a pen in her hand, and is

about to write on a piece of paper. The nude figures and antique objects in the room
reference her intellectual capacities and skills.
Fontana’s presence within the studiolo space demonstrated her connectedness to
the field of learning, at the time still more accessible to men than to women. Within the
studiolo space, the artist was given the opportunity to study the male nude torso, to better
develop her artistic practice.59 Scholars speculate that it is likely that this was the only
place in which she would have had the opportunity to study this particular art form.60 It
should be noted that Fontana was well educated, and that women in Bologna had been
able to study at the university since the thirteenth century.61*Vasari identified the Fontana
family as being among “the educated elite of Bologna,” and university records indicate

56 Frances Borzello, Seeing Ourselves: Women’s Self-Portraits (New York: Harry N. Abrams,
Inc., Publishers, 1998), 22.
Ibid., 22.
Murphy, Lavinia Fontana, 73.
Ibid
Ibid.
61
Mclver, “Lavinia Fontana’s ‘Self-Portrait Making M usic,”’ 3
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that Lavinia was made a doctor of letters in 1580.

62

The artist carefully positioned

herself within a masculine and intellectual space, in order to emphasize her academic and
artistic training. At this time she was married and pregnant, yet she continued to focus on
her career.
Very few women at the time possessed a studiolo space. Indeed, Fontana painted
in her father’s studiolo and not her own. The Marchesa Isabella d’Este of Mantua (14741539) is an example of a female who not only had her own studiolo space, but also
decorated it as she saw fit. Her first studiolo, which she occupied in the 1490s, was
located in the Castello di San Giorgio, and a grotta was built underneath the space of her
home.

She collected both ancient and contemporary works of art for her studiolo.

Isabella d’Este’s second studiolo was located on the ground floor of the Palazzo Ducale
at Mantua, in the Corte Vecchia 6364 She owned paintings by Mantegna, Costa, Perugino,
and Correggio. In addition, she intended to portray portraits of friends and loved ones,
such as a portrait of the Countess Acerra. While Isabella d’Este played a large part in
determining the appearance and function of her studiolo space, Fontana’s use of the
studiolo space is quite different.
The interiority of the space in Self-Portrait in the Studiolo, combined with her
authoritative presence within it, give the viewer the impression of Fontana’s control
within the room. Here Fontana does in fact make a clear claim to power through her
knowledge, in this case through her knowledge of ancient classical and Greek figures and

63 Egon Verheyen, The Paintings in the Studiolo o f Isabella d ’Este at Mantua. (New York:
University Press for the College Art Association o f America, 1971), 6.
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drawings. Fontana’s reference to her ability to draw figures, just as other capable male
artists were able to do, situates her in a realm of an artist and intellectual. In doing so,
Fontana shows the quality of her talents and skills, as she no longer falls into the category
of someone engaged in manual labor. She uses the masculine space of the studiolo to
establish her identity.
Social norms of the time created gender distinctions in which most interior spaces
were often seen as the feminine space, while the exterior space outside of the home was
considered masculine. Yet even within the interior space of the home, the patriarchal
hierarchy was still maintained. During the Renaissance, the husband’s role was
associated with a more social function and a public persona, which was defined in
opposition to the maternal and domestic duties of the wife.65 Counter-Reformation
treatises on social behavior influenced cultural beliefs about women’s roles within
society.6676Thus “marriage and maternity, female chastity and domestic industry lay at the
heart of the family, and the community, ensuring both the stability and the prosperity of
society as a whole.”

Fontana’s awareness of these social norms comes into play within

the image, as the artist places herself within a masculine space to construct her identity as
an artist and scholar. She ignores the traditional constructs in this process.
Fontana situates herself in a private interior space, yet, references her involvement
in the public sphere as an intellectual. Self-Portrait in the Studiolo is a more complex

65 Sara F. Matthews Grieco, “Persuasive Pictures: Didactic Prints and the Construction o f the
Social Identity o f Women in Sixteenth-Century Italy,” in Women in Italian Renaissance Culture and
Society, edited by Letizia Panizza (Oxford, UK: European Humanities Research Centre, University o f
Oxford, 2000), 307.
66 Ibid., 287.
67 Ibid., 287-288.
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presentation of self, because she is claiming a male-dominated space for her own. In so
doing Fontana breaks dramatically from the careful, conventional construction of a chaste
woman which she presents in her previous image Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a
Maidservant. This is a much more powerful concept of space, since the artist aims to
demonstrate her ability to cross into spaces more traditionally used by men in order to
create her own identity.
In considering the nature of space as a surface, the viewer must look beyond the
surface of the image in order to build a comprehensive understanding of the artwork. As
was mentioned earlier, this painting was created and intended to be used as part of a
private collection, where Fontana’s artwork would be placed next to other female and
male artists. Here the surface space and the temporal space expands to become part of a
household collection, and the domestic space of the studiolo fits into a second domestic
space of the patron’s household.
This layering of interior spaces- the studiolo space within the household spacebecomes a double frame around the artist. The framing of Fontana’s self-portrait is
complex and multilayered. Within the image, the artist is framed by the studiolo space
and the frame of the portrait. She is also framed by the studio space in which the portrait
was created to hang. The surface space of the self-portrait, as well as the actual space
within which the painting was created to be hung, play important parts in constructing
Fontana’s identity on a personal as well as a public level.
To further expand and understand the space of Self-Portrait in the Studiolo, we
must recognize space as the product of interrelations, as it is created through interactions,
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whether large and on a global scale, or small, as Doreen Massey writes in her book For
Space (2005).

The interrelation between the artist and the patron was important, but

furthermore, the interrelation between the artwork and the patron or viewer plays an
important role in the space of the image as well. A letter from Chacon to Fontana
forewarns her that her artwork would become part of his collection, and was to be
situated in his study where it would be viewed by “everyone.” He designed it as “a little
portrait of yourself... which shall thus be seen and looked at and recognized by everyone
as it shall be made into a print among those five hundred illustrious men and women
69

which shall be engraved in copper.”

Self-Portrait in the Studiolo comes to occupy multiple spaces, each of which
helps to depict Fontana’s identity as an artist and scholar. First, the painting itself frames
Fontana’s image as an artist in the studiolo space; second, it functions as an image for a
patron, and finally, as an image for dissemination to the public by the patron. Ultimately,
Fontana is controlling her image as much as she can before it moves from her hands to be
used for mass consumption in the public realm. In this process, she is promoting her own
self-understanding.
Here the existence of multiplicity in spaces “in which distinct trajectories coexist”
becomes important for understanding the artwork in terms of the relationship between the
artist and the patron, the artist and how the artwork would be viewed in relation to other689

68 Doreen Massey, For Space (Thousand Oaks, CA\ SAGE, 2005), 9.
69 Murphy, Lavinia Fontana, 73.

34

70

artists, and all the viewers of the artwork itself. This would include viewers of the
artwork during the Renaissance period and also today. This space becomes one that is
always under construction, as the artwork crosses different time periods and eras to
become part of the modern-day society.
Fontana fashions her identity in an artful process to epitomize elements of both
her public and private self within Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant, and
Self-Portrait in the Studiolo. She uses different interior spaces of her home (the
bedchamber and the studiolo) while referencing her activities as an artist in the public
sphere. The patron and viewer gain an awareness of the private domestic space in which
the artist worked and lived, while also being shown elements of Fontana’s identity as an
artist and intellect in the public. In so doing, Fontana furthers her identity as a woman
artist in Bologna at this early stage in her career. By adapting this approach, she elevates
her profession to a noble status, since she places important emphasis on her musical
talents and intellectual abilities. Ultimately, Fontana validates her profession by
presenting herself in this manner.
The portrait or self-portrait is a subjective construction that the artist manipulates
to attain a desired result. The Renaissance individual is likewise a construction which
comes about through an artful process. This consideration of Fontana’s two self-portraits
has helped to demonstrate the nature of Renaissance identity as being a construction in
which the individual reveals aspects of her public and private self to the viewer. Fontana
manipulated her body, the space and other elements within the room to construct her
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identity as an artist. The following chapters will consider other ways in which
Renaissance artists constructed their identities for the viewer.
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F ig u r e s

Figure 1-1. Albrecht Durer, A Portrait Machine, 1525. Woodcut, 12.9x14.8cm, The
British Museum, London.
[Lome Campbell, Miguel Falomir, Jennifer Fletcher and Luke Syson,
Renaissance Faces: Van Eyck to Titian (London, England: National Gallery
Company Limited, 2008), no. 263].
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Figure 1-2. Lavinia Fontana, Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant, 1577. Oil
on canvas, 27x24cm, Rome, Accademia di San Luca.
[http://www.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_0XiGAP0mYfc/
S7EGuAL-ysI/AAAAAAAAAUA/pQ9aSHeqTcs/s576/LaviniaFontana.jpg].
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Figure 1-3. Lavinia Fontana, Self-Portrait in the Studiolo, 1579. Oil on copper, diameter
15.7cm, Florence, Uffizi.
[http://www.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=http://www.fineartchina.com/uploadl/file-admin/images/new2/Lavinia%2520Fontana-683244 .jpg].
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In Chapter Two I will continue to consider the construction of the artist’s identity
as an artful process where the artist manipulates different elements in the image to create
a presentation of self. In this chapter it will be important to consider how the artist’s use
of a mirror affects the presentation of self that is constructed. The first section of this
chapter will consider various topics relevant to the mirror as it pertains to self-portraiture.
This includes looking at different types of mirrors and the incongruous relationship
between the subject, the reflection, and the final product presented on the canvas. In
addition, this section will consider the truthful nature of the mirror and distortions caused
by the mirror’s reflection.
The second section of this chapter examines Parmigianino’s Self-Portrait in a
Convex Mirror (c. 1524) as an example of the artist’s construction of self. Here I examine
how the mirror is used as a framing device that alters and distorts both the reflection as
well as the final product that appears on the artist’s canvas. The last section of this
chapter examines Sofonisba Anguissola’s Self-Portrait from 1554 and Self-Portrait from
1555 as examples of the female artist’s construction of self. The goal with considering
these two images is to understand how she artfully constructs her identity to promote her
virtue and artistic talent through the use of a mirror. Ultimately it will become evident
that the mirror functions as a framing device that alters the reflected image, and distorts
the artist’s presentation of self. As in Chapter One, John Martin’s idea that the
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Renaissance individual was able to construct his or her identity through an artful process
will continue to prove pivotal to the present chapter.71723
To understand the value and relevance of the mirror to the self-portrait, I again
return to Henry Glassie. As was noted in Chapter One, Glassie presents an archeological
approach to creating historical narratives. To create these narratives, Glassie relies upon
what he sees as scraps from the past.

He writes that it is only through “things that [have
♦

a] chance to exist in the present” that these narrative orders come into existence.

73

The

possibility of what these “things” are is infinite. For Glassie understanding the past is
based on diverse forms of historical objects that are deciphered through modem
analytical techniques. The mirror becomes one of these objects that should be deciphered
and understood in relation to the construction of the artist’s identity.
The Mirror
The mirror was an important tool used by Renaissance artists, as it assisted them
with sketching and painting self-portraits. To create a self-portrait, an artist could hold a
mirror in one hand while painting his or her likeness onto the canvas. Or, some artists
propped up the mirror in order to facilitate the process more effectively. In either case,
the use of a mirror entailed looking at a reflection of self, while attempting to copy this
same image onto the canvas with the use of paint.

71 Martin, “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1323.
72 Glassie, Material Culture , 6.
73 Ibid.
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My analysis of Albrecht Durer’s A Portrait Machine helped demonstrate the
subjective nature of the portrait and self-portrait. Multiple frames were used within .4
Portrait Machine to construct the sitter’s identity. The present chapter builds on the
importance of framing devices in its consideration of the mirror. As a framing device, the
mirror parades as a truthful reflection of reality. However, upon closer inspection, it
becomes evident that the mirror in fact alters the reflected image in different ways.
The initial image projected onto the surface of the mirror is altered by the
reflection itself, by the kind of mirror used, and by the artist’s interpretation. Firstly, the
mirror displays the reverse image of that same person, thus, altering the initial image of
the subject. Furthermore, the shape of the mirror’s surface affects the appearance of the
reflected image. The beams of light reflecting off of the glass either intersect or diverge
on the surface of the glass. This means that the reflection of the artist might vary
depending on the type of mirror chosen for use.
The most common type of mirror is a plane mirror which has a flat surface. It
presents a direct reflection of the image, but in reverse form. In contrast, a convex mirror
reflects light outwardly, therefore, producing distorted images, where the objects appear
smaller than in reality. Finally, concave mirrors reflect the light inwardly likewise
producing distorted images, making the objects appear larger than in reality. In addition,
when painting, the artist has the ability to alter and change the reflection projected from
the mirror. The artist might choose to include elements not present in the reflection, or
they might eliminate other elements which were present. Thus, both the reflection as well
as the final product on the canvas might vary depending on the artist’s interpretation.
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Art historian Jodi Cranston addresses the truth and lies told by the mirror, “As
visual truth tellers, mirrors stand as the paradigm for the faithful, reflective relationship
of painting to nature; however, the users of mirrors enter into a more complex dialogue,
investing the object that tells the truth with the confusion of their lies.”

While Cranston

uses the term “lies” to explain the inaccuracy of the mirror to nature, I believe that the
mirror functions as a framing device in and of itself because the mirror is a tool for
reflection. The mirror helps portray elements of the subject, although they may not all be
true to life.
The questioning of the truthfulness of the mirror has been addressed for centuries,
even in antiquity when the Greek philosopher Plato (428-348 BCE) discussed the nature
of mimesis in Book 10 of his Republic (380 BCE). Plato argued that paintings and
mirrors were two surfaces that imitate appearances instead of reality or truth.7475 He
believed that there were multiple expressions that were possible for a single idea, and
believed the mirror to be a device that could produce outward expressions without the
truth of the idea.

In addition, for Plato, the painter was the imitator of appearances and

phantasms as opposed to reality and truth.

Thus, the mirror becomes an imitator of

appearances, as opposed to truth, meaning that multiple expressions were possible.
Italian Renaissance artist Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) addressed the
truthfulness of the mirror. Da Vinci articulated that the mirror gave the painter distance
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by making the object of his work into the subject of his criticism.

78

For him the mirror

allowed the artist to make improvements on the painting by reflecting the painting as
though it were a different one.

By making corrections and adjustments to the painting,

this helped perfect the composition.

The mirror was used as a tool that helped artists

improve the composition of their painting.
With regards to da Vinci’s ideas on the use of the mirror for painting, it is most
important to note one central idea. Fie believed “that mirror reflections and paintings do
not replicate the bodies themselves: in the case of both image makers, that which seems
embraceable by the hand is not.” Neither the mirror nor the painting imitated the
subject exactly. Rather, “the mirror operates as a practical mediator between painting and
nature and, as mediator, figures the approximate relationship between painting and
nature, a rapport that originates because paintings are made.”

In the process, the artist’s

hand and mind potentially distance the painted object from the actual object seen.

83

Finally, it will prove useful to consider the artist’s use of mirrors during the
Renaissance. In the early 1500s in Europe, large mirrors were expensive, and often
convex mirrors were too small for artist to use for the accurate portrayal of individuals.

84

All self-portraitists used a mirror to create their paintings, however, few acknowledge the
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role of the mirror within the final product of the image. Art historian Joanna WoodsMarsden writes that “the emergence of the independent self-portrait as a genre coincides
with the development of much larger, flat, and more faithful mirrors.”

85

The flat mirror,

also known as a plane mirror, does not diminish or enlarge the size of the objects that are
being reflected, nor does it gather or concentrate a set of motifs.858687 Rather the flat mirror
presents a close reflection of the objects being reflected, in a more true to life manner.
The plane mirror became more popular over the course of the sixteenth century, and was
widely used by artists to create self-portraits. The following examples will demonstrate
how Italian Renaissance artists Parmigianino and Anguissola used the mirror in the
construction of their identities.
Parmigianino’s S e lf - P o r tr a it

in a C o n v e x M ir r o r

(c. 1524)

Italian mannerist painter and printmaker Girolamo Francesco Maria Mazzola
(1503-1540), better known as Parmigianino, was a well-known Italian Renaissance artist
practicing in Italy.

In 1524 the artist used a mirror to construct his identity within the

painting Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror (Figure 2-1). I will consider how Parmigianino
used the mirror as a framing device in the construction of his identity. It will be relevant
to consider how the curved surface of the convex mirror affects the final product of the
painting. The final painting presents a distorted image to the viewer, providing visible
evidence of the mirror as a framing device.

85 Joanna Woods-Marsden, Renaissance Self-Portraiture: The Visual Construction o f Identity and
the Social Status o f the Artist (View Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998),136.
86 Ibid.
87 In Italian, the name Parmigianino translates to mean “the little one from Parma.”
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By the 1520s, within various art forms such as painting, sculpture, and
architecture, artists had begun to experiment with changing proportions, for example by
elongating the human figure.

One of the best examples is Parmigianino’s Self-Portrait

in a Convex Mirror, which he created when he was twenty years old. During his lifetime,
the artist worked in Florence, Rome, Bologna, and his hometown of Parma. His style is
characterized by his elongation of the human figure as seen in Madonna with the Long
Neck{ 1534).
The artist presented the painting Self-Portrait in the Convex Mirror to Pope
Clement VII (Giulio de’ Medici) in 1524 when he travelled to Rome, and it is suspected
that he created the painting to introduce his talents to the Roman art world.

89

Parmigianino gave the painting to the Medici pope in hope of securing his patronage.

It

has also been noted that when Clement VII saw Parmigianino’s works, he was stunned by
the talent and skill of the artist.

The self-portrait was later given to Italian author,

playwright, poet, and satirist Pietro Aretino (1492-1556) who hung the painting at his
home m Arezzo.

92

Giorgio Vasari, in writing about Parmigianino’s work, stated that the artist was
fascinated by his own reflection in the barber’s convex mirror, and “he decided to89012

88 Ilya Sandra Perlingieri, Sofonisba Anguissola: The First Great Woman Artist o f the Renaissance
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reproduce it exactly.” Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror illustrates clearly distortions
caused to the original image as a result of the mirror’s altered surface. The painting “is
the earliest surviving Italian example of an autonomous painted portrait within a
tondo.”

The tondo was rarely used for secular subjects, and echoed the circularity of

earlier medallic self-portraits.

The sphere was a symbol of perfection and harmony

since all points were equidistant from the central point.

The curved surface of

Parmigianino’s image is suggestive of a section of a sphere.
In the image the artist occupies the central portion of the painting, and his head,
chest and right hand and arm are visible to the viewer. He is dressed “as a noble courtier
in fur and cambric.”

The artist’s right hand and sleeve appear in the foreground, and

appear to extend into the viewer’s space, but they are enlarged as well as elongated. He
wears a gold ring on his pinky finger. His head appears further back and is smaller in
size. Thus, with his head appearing smaller, and his hand appearing larger in size,
Parmigianino juxtaposes “two different human proportions in the same image,” therefore,
ignoring a more unified approach to creating the human body.

The artist’s left hand and

the bottom portion of his body remain hidden from the viewer.
The studio skylight or window in the top left side of the painting curves along the
wall. The door on the right hand side is barely visible to the viewer. To the top of the
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painting there is also evidence of a coffered ceiling, which similarly to the window,
curves along the top of the painting. It appears as though the artist is seated in a bubble
because neither the artist, the studio skylight, nor the mirror appear in their natural linear
dimensions. This effect has been created by the outwards curvature of the mirror.
Vasari writes about the artist’s desire to investigate the subtleties of illusion by
using the barber’s convex mirror, “And in doing this, perceiving the bizarre effects
produced by the roundness of the mirror, which twists the beams of a ceiling into strange
curves, and makes the doors and other parts of buildings recede in an extraordinary
manner, the idea came to him to amuse himself by counterfeiting everything.”" The
mirror alters and twists the original image, creating a counterfeit image. Vasari’s
description of Parmigianino’s process further highlights the alterations caused by the
mirror: “Now everything that is near the mirror is magnified, and all that is at a distance
is diminished, and thus he made the hand engaged in drawing somewhat large, as the
mirror showed it, and so marvelous that it seemed to be his very own.”100
The seemingly truthful appearance of Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror must be
called into question: “As both a portrait and a ‘mirror,’ the Self-Portrait claims a double
likeness: a picture that in shape and distortion resembles a mirror, and a portrait that
positions itself as a painted copy of a mirror reflection.” 101At first glance the painting
appears to be true to life since Parmigianino replicates details of the mirror’s alterations
on the surface of the canvas. Yet, the convex surface “that announces the truthfulness of

99

Ibid.
Ibid.
101
Cranston, The Poetics o f Portraiture in the Italian Renaissance, 143.
100

48

the picture also questions that truthfulness by distorting the actual appearance of the
objects reflected.”

The convex mirror in reality offers a distorted view of the world,

since its surface alters the truth by changing the appearance of the reflected objects.
Parmigianino paints his self-portrait by using a convex mirror to construct his
identity in an artful process.

103

He manipulates his image in a way that distorts his

appearance, making his hand appear larger, and his head appear smaller than in reality. In
so doing, the artist asks the viewer to question the seemingly truthful nature of the mirror
through this distorted image. The painting becomes a trompe l ’oeil because it depicts
seemingly realistic imagery, while in reality creating an optical illusion.
As was the case in A Portrait Machine by Albrecht Dürer, Parmigianino uses
multiple framing devices in the construction of his self-portrait. The artist frames himself
with his elegant clothing, the curved room in which he sits and most importantly by the
mirror’s reflection evident on the canvas. The mirror’s reflection becomes a key to
understanding Parmigianino’s final portrayal of himself. The artist attempts to
demonstrate a true to life depiction of the mirror’s image by including the mirror’s
alterations in the final painting. In so doing the artist demonstrates the process involved
in constructing his identity through the use of the mirror.
However, it is also evident that the artist has altered the mirror’s reflected image.
For example, absence of the inclusion of paints and paintbrushes draw attention to
possible alterations. These objects would have been present within the reflection, as the102
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artist painted. Their omission in the final painting shows the transience of the mirrors
appearing on the surface of the mirror. Jodi Cranston writes that “Parmigianino’s SelfPortrait encourages the freedom of multiple interpretations by evoking the ephemerality
and transience of the images appearing on the surface of the mirror.”104 Therefore,
Parmigianino’s self-portrait allows for multiple interpretations on the part of the viewer
through the use of a mirror.
Through the use of a convex mirror the artist constructed his identity in an artful
process. In Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror, Parmigianino draws attention to himself,
while overtly pointing to the distortions caused to the image as a result of the curvature of
the mirror. In so doing, the artist also asks the viewer to consider additional distortions
caused by the artist himself, including the omission of art materials within the final
painting. As a framing device the mirror alters the subject, therefore causing a distorted
presentation of the artist.
Sofonisba Anguissola’s S e lf - P o r tr a it (1554)
Sofonisba Anguissola’s Self-Portrait (Figure 2-2) from 1554 is another good
example for considering the artist’s use of the mirror in the construction of her identity.
Anguissola’s artwork has been chosen for consideration due to the artist’s notoriety as a
practicing artist in Italy and Spain. As with the discussion on Parmigianino, Henry
Glassie’s approach to material culture will influence this discussion. This will involve
considering the importance of the mirror, as well as other material objects within the
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painting such as the artist’s clothing to better understand the artful process involved in
identity creation.
Some information surrounding the life and artwork of Anguissola will prove
useful. Sofonisba Anguissola (1532-1625) was a prolific portrait painter during the later
half of the sixteenth century, having a thriving career in both Italy and Spain.105
Anguissola’s fame was so great that in 1559 she was invited to serve as lady-in-waiting
and portrait painter to Elizabeth of Valois at the court of Philip II.1061078*She spent eighteen
years working in the Spanish court.

Over the course of her career, Anguissola created

a large number of self-portraits beginning in the year 1554 when she was about nineteen
years old.

Most of her portraits are similar in format; frequently the artist presents

herself in three-quarter profile from the waist or the chest upwards. The construction of
her images is very much tied to conventions of female portraiture, as the works are
deliberately designed to convey Renaissance ideas of female piety and devotion.

109

Anguissola completed a series of self-portraits, beginning in the year 1554 when
she was about nineteen years old.110 One of the first surviving portraits from 1554 is
accordingly entitled Self-Portrait, and depicts Anguissola as a younger woman, holding
an open book in her left hand. The inside of the book is inscribed Sofonisba Anguissola
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virgo se ipsam fecit 1554 (Sofonisba Anguissola, virgin, made this herself, 1554).'11 She
depicts herself wearing plain and simple clothing, which include a dark dress, and a white
ruffled collar. Her hair is neatly parted down the center and pulled up at the back in a
braid. Her body is shown from about the chest upwards, and she positions herself so that
she looks out of the painting to meet the viewer’s eyes, but her face and body are tilted
slightly to the right hand side of the image. In sum, the image presents Anguissola’s
attributes of virtuousness and piety.
Anguissola created this image at the beginning of her career at a time when she
was seeking to validate her artistic identity and practice to a larger public audience.
Scholars have speculated that this painting was intended as a present for Duke Ercole
d’Este II as a means to secure his patronage.

It was not until 1555 that her talent began

to be recognized by people outside of her own circle of family and friends. 12113 In creating
her public image in this work, Anguissola was trying to prove her artistic skill in an effort
to secure patronage.
As previously discussed, a woman’s virtue and piety were seen as important
attributes for a noble woman in the Renaissance. These attributes were clearly stated in
literary texts of the time, including Baldassare Castiglione’s II libro del cortegiano
(1528), especially to portray the role of the court lady or the gentildonna.114 “In these
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treatises, exemplary women became the foundation on which the entire female ethical
system was erected.”115 Exemplary figures in female instruction were used within the
text to demonstrate specific ways in which women should be a source of virtue and
chastity.116 While the intellectual faculties of the noble woman played an important role,
her virginity was also of great importance.117189
Anguissola directly references her virtue within the signature of her Self-Portrait
to demonstrate her desirable qualities as a female. As women were expected to display
attributes of virtue and chastity, so the artist makes a direct reference to her virginity in
the painting, in order to demonstrate that she herself is a noble and pious woman. In their
book Sofonisba Anguissola: Renaissance Woman (1995), art historians Sylvia FerinoPagden and Maria Kusche write that within this image, Anguissola introduces herself as a
virgin, or a maiden, which is “a conscious reference to the famous woman painter from
antiquity called Iaia by Pliny and Marcia by Boccaccio.”

This painter was an example

of the perpetua virgo, which translated literally means the long-lasting virgin, and she
renounced physical pleasure to dedicate herself to the arts.

119

As was discussed in Chapter One, Lavinia Fontana likewise makes reference to
her virginity in Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant. She signed her name
while simultaneously making reference to her virginity to establish her identity as a noble
woman as follows: “Lavinia the Virgin Daughter of Prospero Fontana depicted herself
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from a mirror in the year 1577.”

120

The spotless nature of the mirror becomes linked with

her virginity. Fontana also makes reference to her musical and artistic talents and skills
by painting herself in the act of playing the keyboard. This further establishes her identity
as a musician and artist.
It will now prove useful to return to the discussion of Anguissola’s virtue. In
order to identify herself according to her virtue and chastity, Anguissola uses her
clothing, her hair, and her etiquette of reading the book to further construct her social
identity. In this manner, the artist’s identity becomes governed by period conventions of
the time, as they pertain to notions of the female individual. Her gown is very simply
designed with a small collar around her neck, and is intended to reflect her modesty and
propriety. Her hair is also pulled back from her face in a manner that also emphasizes her
modest appearance.
In addition to constructing her identity to demonstrate her virtue, Anguissola also
aims to demonstrate her intellectual abilities. The book that she holds in her hand
demonstrates her ability to read and understand scholarly material, thus, situating her at a
higher level in society with the middle to upper class people. With the inclusion of the
book in the image, Anguissola is explicitly telling the viewer that not only is she able to
paint, but she can also read and write basic Latin.

These elements when combined as a

whole, work to create the image of a noble woman. The formation of her identity in this
way is governed by period conceptions pertaining to women.120
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The construction of Anguissola’s identity is also formulated by the age and the
mood of the artist. To begin, it is important to note the age of the artist. Anguissola is a
young woman of nineteen years old at the time of the painting. Her face does not bear
evidence of any creases or wrinkles, and her eyes also bear evidence of her youthfulness.
However, despite her younger age, she still presents herself as a more “mature” person,
evident both by the thoughtful expression she wears, as well as the manner in which she
holds the book open for the viewer to see her more studious nature. By portraying her
youthful maturity, and contemplative mood, Anguissola crafts her identity in such a way
that her age and mood become markers of who she is in this presentation of herself.
In constructing her social identity as an artist, similarly to Parmigianino, the
convex mirror becomes a framing device used by Anguissola to create her self-portrait.
Anguissola’s face and eyes show natural distortions caused by the mirror that she
consciously chose to include. As Judith Rose notes “the distortion of the portrait itself
seems to underline this idea in an unusual way: the excessively enlarged eyes and oddly
proportioned face may appear this way because they were drawn from an image in a
small, convex mirror.”

Although the artist uses a mirror to present a direct reflection of

her image, the skill of the artist is evident in the painting, and the shape of the mirror has
the ability to alter the image seen in the reflection.
Thus, the artist’s identity is constructed not through a direct reflection from the
mirror onto the canvas, but instead becomes altered by distortions and changes to the
original image. Anguissola clearly constructs her identity through the use of a mirror in
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an artful process. Within her Self-Portrait, the artist allows the viewer to view the
distortions caused by the mirror. In creating the image, it is clear that Anguissola was
interested in constructing a specific type of identity for herself, to demonstrate her artistic
talents and skills, but also to illustrate her social standing as a virtuous woman of noble
standing within Renaissance society. Her approach to identity construction is similar to
that of Lavinia Fontana’s in Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant and SelfPortrait in the Studiolo. Fontana likewise aimed to establish her virtue in conjunction
with her professional and intellectual identity.
Anguissola goes to great lengths to leave evidence of her hand at work in the
construction of the painting by signing and dating her artwork. In addition she also
reveals her practice in image creation by incorporating the visual distortions caused by
the convex mirror. Anguissola is clearly stating, “I created this image of myself.” The
inclusion of her name in the piece also reflects the practices of the age in which she
worked. Anguissola’s Self-Portrait allows us access to another time, place, and space
where the mirror was used as a framing device in the construction of the artist’s
identity.123
Sofonisba Anguissola’s S e lf - P o r tr a it (1555)
Sofonisba Anguissola’s Self-Portrait from 1555 (Figure 2-3) presents one last
interesting example for considering the construction of the artist’s identity with the use of
the mirror in this chapter. In the miniature image, the artist is holding a medallion, and

l2j Glassie, Material Culture, 6 and 31.
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along its sides, it reads Sofonisba Anguissola Virgo Ipsus Manu Ex Speculo Depicta
Cremone (The virgin Sofonisba Anguissola depicted with her own hand from a mirror at
Cremona).124 Aside from the uniqueness of the work’s formal design (the relevance of
which will be discussed below), the work also has other distinctive qualities. At the
center of the medallion, there are initials, which have been deciphered by some as
AMILCARE, who was Anguissola’s father.

However, included within the initials is

also the letter K which has not been accounted for.

126

Other historians have speculated that the initials might be those of the intended
recipient of the medallion.

127

Adding to this supposition is the inclusion of Anguissola’s

natal town within the border inscription. “ The inclusion of Cremona was in
Anguissola’s practice. Yet other art historians have suggested that the letters could each
stand for a different member of Anguissola’s family.

For instance, the A could stand

for Amilcare, Anna Maria, and Asdrubale, her father and her siblings.

The E could

stand for Anguissola’s two sisters Elena and Europa, and the P/R could stand for the
artist’s mother’s maiden name, which was Ponzone.
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While scholars are unsure of the exact meaning of the letters in the painting, they
are likewise unsure of the intended purpose for the artwork. It has been suggested that
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Rose, “Mirrors o f Language, Mirrors o f Self,’' 40.
Ferino-Pagden and Kusche, Sofonisba Anguissola, 23.
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this work of art might have been designed as a personal present for relatives.

132

It may

have been given to a family member as a memento either just before she left for Rome, or
just after she arrived back from Rome.133 A memento was a popular gift at the time, and
it would have been a suitable present for her family.134 However, it has also been
suggested that an outside recipient was intended, due to the word CREMONAE on the
border of the medal.135

Around this time, Anguissola began working in Rome. Since she worked outside
of the bottega or workshop, which was available to male artists, portraiture became a
very important art form for her over the course of this decade.136 As a result, there are a
large number of self-portraits, and portraits that form the artist’s oeuvre. The artist was
recognized over the course of her career for these self-portraits and portraits, but at this
point in her career, her Self-Portrait from 1555 functions as an early marker of what she
was capable of creating as an artist, in addition to marking her identity as a creator.
In many ways Anguissola’s Self-Portrait has a similar function to Lavinia
Fontana’s Self-Portrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant (1577). Fontana likewise
painted herself at the beginning of her career, at a time when she wanted to establish
herself as an artist. Both Anguissola and Fontana’s self-portraits were created to
demonstrate the artists’ talents and skills within their profession, in order to secure
commissions or patronage, to further their careers. Anguissola’s creation of her Self-

1,2 Ferino-Pagden and Kusche, Sofonisba Anguissola, 23.
I3j Perlingieri, Sofonisba Anguissola, 63.
134 Ibid.
Ij5 Rose, “Mirrors o f Language, Mirrors o f Self,” 40.
Ij6 Perlingieri, Sofonisba Anguissola, 65.
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Portrait is also interesting, since the artist continued to paint images of herself over the
course of her career, even after having established herself in her profession.
The role of the mirror in Anguissola’s Self-Portrait is referenced directly, drawing
the viewer’s attention to the manner in which the image was constructed. The inscription
around the medallion refers to how the artist created the image, since it was depicted
“from a mirror.”

The mirror also becomes multifaceted in this image, since the original

mirror reflected the artist’s image, and then the recipient of the miniature would also
“further play upon the mirror image, since he or she would gaze at the portrait and see his
or her own name reflected there.”

The mirror reflects both the artist and the recipient,

creating different ways of seeing and understanding the painting.
The symbolic meaning embedded in the use of the mirror also plays an important
role within this image, in shaping and constructing the viewer’s understanding of the
artist’s identity. In both of Anguissola’s self-portraits, from 1554 and 1555, she refers to
herself as a virgin when including her name in the image. Scholars have suggested that
Anguissola’s use of the mirrored image could also be a way of connecting herself to the
Virgin Mary.

139

In an ancient metaphor, the Virgin Mary was referred to as the speculum

sine macula, or the mirror without sin.**140 She was also referred to as the speculum
immaculatum, or the unspotted mirror.141
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Anguissola’s Self-Portrait of 1555 becomes a reflection of herself, at the same
time that she symbolically alludes to the Virgin Mary. In so doing, Anguisssola
associates herself with the purity, and the virginity of the Virgin Mary, alluding to these
attributes that she also possessed. As was discussed above, these attributes of the purity
or virginity of the woman relate to conceptions of the noble woman of the Renaissance.
This woman was someone who was virtuous and chaste. Anguissola clearly aligns herself
with these ideals, in order to construct her social identity as being a noble woman.
In both self-portraits, Anguissola’s signature and the placement of her body
within the paintings play important roles in identifying the importance of the artist as
creator, both through her signature and her presence within the image. In her selfportraits, she chooses to position herself so that she occupies the majority of the space
with limited accoutrements. Within the carefully crafted spaces, the artist provides
information about her artistic practice and her reliance on a mirror. By referencing the
mirror, Anguissola clearly and decisively declares her roles as both creator and subject.
The mirror becomes a device for the artist to use in order to construct her identity as a
virtuous woman and as a talented artist. The mirror becomes a framing device used by
Anguissola in the process.
John Martin’s claim that the Renaissance self was nothing more than a
construction or a fiction continues to prove useful for exploring the constructed and
subjective nature of Parmigianino and Anguissola’s self-portraits.142 Within this chapter,
the significance of the mirror as a framing device has helped demonstrate the constructed

142 Martin, “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1311.
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nature of self-portraits. The artist could use their clothes, the setting in the painting and
other objects to frame their identity. Likewise, the mirror could be used to frame their
identity. As a framing device, the mirror has proved to alter and change the original
image projected onto the reflective surface. This caused us to call into question the
truthful nature of the mirror, as the viewer could witness these distortions within the final
product of the self-portrait.
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F ig u r e s

Figure 2-1. Parmigianino, Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror, c.1524. Oil on wood,
diameter 24,4 cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.
[http://www.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=http://27.media.tumblr.com].
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Figure 2-2. Sofonisba Anguissola, Self-Portrait, 1554. Oil on panel, 17x12 cm,
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.
[http://www.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=http://www.oneonta.edu/faculty/farberas/ar
th/Images/ARTH200/Artist/anguisola/seM 554.jpg].

63

Figure 2-3. Sofonisba Anguissola, Self-Portrait, c. 1556. Oil on copper miniature,
damaged, 8.2 x 6.3 cm, courtesy Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Emma F. Munroe
Fund.
[http://www.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=http://backtotheworld.files.wordpress.com/
2011/05/sofonisba-anguissola-l 532-1625-self-portrait-1556.jpg].
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C h a pte r T hree

T h e T h e a t r ic a l P r e s e n t a t i o n

of

S elf

Chapters One and Two examined how the Italian Renaissance artist was able to
construct his or her identity, or the identity of others, through an artful process. I did this
by considering the constructed nature of the portrait, literary, and scholarly conceptions
of the Renaissance individual and two self-portraits by Bolognese artist Lavinia Fontana.
It became evident that the artist created a presentation of self through various framing
devices that revealed both public and private elements of the subject’s identity. Chapter
Three will continue to examine how the Italian Renaissance artist was able to construct
his or her identity through an artful process. Here I will consider 1) theatrical approaches
to identity construction, 2) Titian’s non-autographic Self-Portrait (1565), and 3)
Sofonisba Anguissola’s painting Bernardino Campi Painting Sofonisba Anguissola
(1550). This chapter will examine the relationship between artist and sitter in the staging
of their own identity as a performance. As was the case in Chapters One and Two, it will
continue to prove useful to consider the framing devices used by the artist in the
construction of his or her identity.
Titian and Anguissola’s images have been chosen for analysis due to their
atypical methods of self-presentation, as well as the notoriety of both artists over the
course of their careers. Furthermore, with these images I am concerned with exploring
the staging of identity, the setting, as well as the placement and manipulation of the body
within the scene. In Chapters One and Two a direct relationship between the artists and
their identities within the portraits was conveyed to the viewer. Chapter Three will
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consider how the artist works to create distance between himself or herself as the artist,
and himself or herself as the sitter. In this chapter I will consider that Titian and
Anguissola become actors or performers within their images, to present aspects of their
identity in a more playful approach, to the viewer.14314In considering the body in space I
am now inclined to think about the space in the painting metaphorically as a stage where
an actor or actress performs his or her show. Through different methods of self
representation, the artists engage in self-reflection by artfully constructing their identity
ultimately creating a staged performance.
When analyzing the paintings and modern scholarship pertaining to these same
images, Henry Glassie’s theories on material culture will continue to prove valuable to
.144

this thesis.

Glassie addresses how historians use artifacts since they contain meaning,

and more importantly, can become a vehicle of meaning.145 He takes a critical approach
to addressing period documents by acknowledging that they may or may not be reliable
as sources of information.146 Glassie claims that documents and uninscribed artifacts
want separate analysis, as well as comparison, in order to decipher valid or invalid

l4j Playful approaches to identity formation will be considered as those whereby the artist
transgresses standard self-portrait conventions in favor o f more creative approaches.
144 Henry Glassie believes that serious historians should use sources o f all kinds to get the story
told. His discussion focuses primarily on the use o f period documents and artifacts to understand culture,
yet he also indicates that documents are artifacts. In this paragraph I will outline some o f his key ideas
pertaining to the use o f documents and artifacts to understanding culture. In my research I am relying more
heavily on modem documents, as opposed to period documents because I was unable to conduct foreign
archival research.
145 Glassie, Material Culture, 46-47.
146 Ibid., 46. Glassie writes that to find the veracity o f sources, whether in document or artifact
form, separate analysis, followed by comparison between sources is necessary to identify both their points
o f complement and conflict. Their veracity should be called into question because both documents and
artifacts can be insufficient and difficult to understand.
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points.

147

Furthermore, there will be times when the artifact should lead the investigation,

for example Glassie believes that “an artist’s paintings are richer than his titillating
letters.'

148

These period documents can also become part of the archeological approach,
since they are relevant sources accumulated along the way for the purpose of putting
together a story, or understanding a portion of history.

These documents, just like the

artifacts, allow us to look back into time and out across space into every place.147189150
In previous chapters, Glassie’s approach allowed for a close look at the various
objects used within the images to create meaning with regards to the subjective nature of
Durer's A Portrait Machine and Fontana, Anguissola and Parmigianino’s self-portraits.
This chapter will rely more heavily on modem written sources including essays, articles,
and textbooks (which are influenced by period documents) to create speculative meaning,
since Titian’s Self-Portrait, and Anguissola’s Bernardino Campi Painting Sofonisba
Anguissola have darkened significantly over time. This natural occurrence has rendered
the images less visible to the naked eye. In addition, both self-portraits are unique forms
of self-representation for this period, and written explanations of the artworks’
significance should be closely considered.

147 Ibid. Uninscribed artifacts are cultural objects or materials that remain over long periods o f
time, such as buildings, books, and paintings to name a few. Glassie is addressing how historians come to
understand these artifacts, whether by following documents, or by analyzing only the artifact itself. He
believes it is important to consider both documents and artifacts to decide where there are valid or invalid
pieces o f information necessary to understanding these artifacts.
148 Ibid.
149 Glassie’s approach to material culture bears resemblance to an archeological approach o f
studying the material remains from different cultures to understand the objects and that same culture’s
history.
150 Ibid., 31.
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Theatrical Approaches to Identity Construction
The equation of the artist to an actor in Renaissance culture is relevant when
considering the popularity of both art forms during the Early Modem period. A
Renaissance artist can be an actor on stage, or a painter who performs an exercise in self
representation. Whether in the live version or the static image, the creator uses strategies
and devices of improvisation in her or his show, including the selection of costumes,
make-up, and settings. Some of these elements were also explored in Chapters One and
Two, but in this chapter they will be considered specifically in relation to theatrical
elements. Every facet of the artist or actor’s presentation becomes manipulable, and the
placement of each prop on stage is an articulation of the message the artist wants to
convey. Although each element of the painting is manipulated independently, each
element must work with the others to be successful. The artist’s identity is constructed
through the combination of these diverse elements, both physical and conceptual. All
these diverse elements including the artist’s body, clothing, props, and the stage of the
painting become framing devices.
Titian and Anguissola through their self-portraits present themselves to the public
to show that the public was a human creation, or an artful construction where the
individual was involved in creating themselves for the public.151 These artists manipulate
and control their identities in an artful process to create a performance of self.152
Elowever, Martin believes that often times this led to the presentation of a divided self,

151 Richard Sennett, The Fall o f Public Man (New York: Random House, Inc., 1974) 98.
132 Martin, “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1311.

68

where a person puts on a public façade and hides his or her personal beliefs and
convictions.

Chapter Three will demonstrate the way in which the artist calls into

question the person’s identity by creating an image which separates maker and sitter.
To better understand the theatrical nature of the artist’s presentation of self, my
work is informed by Richard Sennett’s text, The Fall o f Public Man (1974). Information
from Sennett’s text will be used to develop Martin’s suppositions. Martin provides a basis
for understanding the nature of identity construction as being malleable and subject to
change. Sennett’s work will build on Martin’s ideas, to show a specific way in which the
identity can be constructed, namely in a theatrical manner. Thus, the artist’s identity
becomes more difficult to read because the artist calls into question his or her own
identity as artist and as sitter and complicates the reading of the image.
Sennett’s research looks at the bridge between what happens in the theatre and on
the street (or in everyday life), when the body is treated as a mannequin, and speech is
treated as a sign rather than a symbol.

He specifically addresses how conditions of life

in Paris and other urban centers forced people to behave like actors in order to be sociable
with each other in the city. This is applicable to Renaissance self-portraits if one
considers that artists became actors or actresses to present elements of their identities
within a painting. This is especially evident when artists play with the construction of
their identity by using their body, and the space within the painting to create a
performance of self.153

153 Ibid., 1322.
134 Sennett, The Fall o f Public Man, 64-65. Speech as a sign had signification in and o f itself.
Speech as a symbol required references to outside situations or to the person o f the speaker to gain
meaning.
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Sennett also explains that there is a divide between the public and the private
realm, with the private realm being more natural, and the body appeared as expressive in
itself.155 The private realm differs significantly from the public, especially in terms of the
type of clothing that was appropriate to wear. Some clothing was appropriate to wear
only on stage and in the street. “The public was a human creation; the private was the
human condition.”156 Therefore, the person that was presented to the public was a
different person that lived in the private realm. For Sennett the person in this instance
became an actor, or a performer.157 The actions and expressions of the person as an actor
in fact become a component of the person’s identity, where identity is “the meeting point
between who the person wants to be and what the world allows him to be.”

158

In respect

to Titian and Anguissola’s paintings, both artists demonstrate that “the public [self] was a
human creation.”159
Titian’s Presentation of Self
The Italian painter Tiziano Vecelli (1490-1576), today better known as Titian,
was a pre-eminent court artist in fifteenth-century Europe, who produced a large number
of artworks for royal commissions and attained worldly success.160 The Venetian artist
produced more than 150 paintings during his lifetime, mostly for the Habsburgs,
including Emperor Charles V, Philip II of Spain, Charles’ sister Mary, Queen of
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Hungary, Governor of the Netherlands, and Ferdinand, King of the Romans, just to name
a few.161*Over the course of his career, Titian produced several self-portraits, including
both paintings and prints. Most of his self-portraits were created when he was middleaged, and in the latter part of his life.
In 1565 Titian created one of the more enigmatic self-portraits of the Renaissance,
simply titled Self-Portrait (Figure 3-1). This painting was created at a time when the
artist was constantly sought after in Europe by the ruling classes, and his art and his
person were both held in high esteem.

He received commissions from a variety of

patrons to paint landscapes, religious scenes, and portraits. In fact, art historians go so far
as to claim that he was “the most eminent artist in European court circles” at the time this
painting was done.163*This period also marks the latter part of the artist’s career and his
life. At the end of the 1560s the artist’s old age began to affect his body.

His sight

worsened, his hands trembled, and he relied more heavily on his workshop to complete
his work.165 Scholars suggest that this painting was created for Titian’s family members,
as it was intended to “preserve his memory for his children.” 166 In contrast, the majority
of Titian’s other self-portraits were made as gifts to patrons, and intended for public
rather than personal use.167
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Ibid.
Ibid., 163.
163
Ibid.
Ib4 Ibid., 165.
165 Ibid.
166 Ibid., 163.
167 Since this painting was created later in life, the artist may have intended for this piece to act as
a commemorative artwork.
162
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In the painting Titian is dressed in black, with a white collar, a gold chain, and a
skull cap. He holds a paint brush with his right hand. More importantly, in his SelfPortrait, the artist paints himself in profile view where only the left side of his face is
visible to the viewer. By adopting a profile format Titian breaks from the standard selfportrait conventions, which are frontal facing images relating to the artist’s use of a
mirror.

168

The sitter’s personality was in large part conveyed through the eyes. The

profile view masks Titian’s character since only one eye is presented, thus, distancing
him from the viewer.

In the image, Titian heightens the relationship between creator

and subject by turning his body to the side. The idea of the creator and his intent in
painting is very much at play as the artist disguises his identity as creator by adopting the
profile view. The painting gives the impression that someone else has painted the image.
In so doing, he plays with his identity, by questioning the identity of the sitter and the
artist, showing the complex nature of self-representation. Titian’s body becomes a
primary framing device within his Self-Portrait, as he uses it to play with his presentation
of self.
In the performance of self-representation, Titian uses his body as a prop and
contradicts the autographic approach to self-portrayal. He does this by obscuring but not
eliminating his role in the image’s creation, when he “severs the identity between sitter
and maker.”

Titian’s strategy is one whereby he clearly aims to create a distinction

between himself as the artist, and himself as the sitter in the image. Titian chooses a pose1689*

168 Cranston, The Poetics o f Portraiture in the Italian Renaissance, 98.
169 Woods-Marsden, Renaissance Self-Portraiture, 165.
i7° Cranston, The Poetics o f Portraiture in the Italian Renaissance, 102.
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for his self-portrait that suggests that there is no simple, nor straight-forward way of
creating his identity.

171

Titian poses like an actor to create a performance of self.

172

By calling into question the identity of the sitter versus the identity of the maker,
Titian draws awareness to the constructed nature of self-portraiture. He also draws
attention to the artful process involved in creating his identity.

As in a performance,

Titian’s self-portrait also illustrates the importance of the role of the audience in
interpreting the presentation. He asks the audience to consider who has created the
image.1712*174 Titian’s Self-Portrait illustrates the constructed and subjective nature that are
inherent to the self-portrait. In thinking of the subjective nature of the self-portrait, this
also recalls the discussion in Chapter One with Diirer’s A Portrait Machine where the
subjective nature of the portrait was likewise explored.
As Martin stipulates, the Renaissance individual was a construction, produced
through an artful and malleable process.175 In this process, elements of the person’s
identity are revealed to the viewer.

In his Self-Portrait Titian reveals very few

elements of his identity, demonstrating that certain aspects of self could be shown to the
public, while others remained private. Of the aspects of his identity made public, first he
references his artistic identity with the inclusion of the paintbrush in his hand and the
skill evident in the self-portrait itself. Second, he creates his identity as an introspective
and contemplative individual where “the artist rather sought a pose that would justify his

171 Ibid., 104.
172 Sennett, The Fall o f Public Man, 107.
I7j Martin, “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1311.
174 Sennett, The Fall o f Public Man, 107.
175 Martin, “Inventing Sincerity, Refashioning Prudence,” 1311.
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self-presentation as withdrawn, lost in a profound reverie.”

177

Titian’s identity as an artist

and a contemplative individual creates a more secretive representation of self where he is
only partially visible to the public.
The idea of identity construction was explored in previous chapters. The artists
discussed used their bodies, clothes, spaces, and other props within the room to frame
their identities. In comparison, Titian’s body becomes a framing device, like a prop on
stage, as a means to ask the viewer questions about the relationship between the artist and
the sitter. Within his performance, Titian reveals elements of his artistic and
contemplative identity to the viewer, while leaving other elements hidden from sight.
Finally, Titian’s S e lf- P o r tr a it illustrates Sennett’s statement that “the public [self] was a
human creation; the private [self] was the human condition” when he creates a
performance of his public self that questions his identity as artist and sitter.
S e lf-P o r tr a it

clearly demonstrates that the public self is a human creation.

Titian’s

179

Sofonisba Anguissola’s Presentation of Self
As in Titian’s image, Sofonisba Anguissola’s painting B e rn a rd in o
P a in tin g S o fo n is b a A n g u is s o la

C am pi

from 1554 (Figure 3-2) is an atypical example of self

representation. In Anguissola’s image, the artist is concerned with issues of selfreflection. The image is a personal narrative, which is re-enacted in the painting:
Anguissola addresses her relationship with her teacher Bernardino Campi (1522-1591).
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Like Titian, Anguissola creates a performance of self. Also like Titian, her body becomes
a primary framing device in her presentation of self. However, unlike Titian,
Anguissola’s framing devices prove more complex since she conflates the subject and
object positions within the painting.
In 1546 Anguissola was fourteen years old when she and her sister Elena began
working under the Cremonese artist Bernardino Campi (1522-1591). As their mentor, he
taught them the rudiments of painting that included daily sketching sessions, lessons in
oil painting, and the mixing of pigments.

In addition, they learned about spatial

relationships, perspective, proportion, and light and shadow.

In approximately 1549

Anguissola stopped working with Campi, and continued training under the artist
Bernardino Gatti (1495-1576) until 1552.
At the time that Anguissola painted Bernardino Campi Painting Sofonisba
Anguissola in 1554 the artist’s life and career were in transition. Anguissola was in her
twenties, and was preparing to leave Milan where she had been training and working as
an artist, to serve as maestra to the queen of Spain.

By this time she had finished her

early apprenticeship and was no longer considered an amateur artist. Art historian Joanna
Woods-Marsden writes that “the painting can be read as signifying a moment of
uncertainty between the known past and the uncertain future of a sheltered and protected
young woman.”

180

Thus, the painting marks a period of uncertainty for the artist. Also,

Perlingieri, Sofonisba Anguissola, 42.

181 Ibid., 43.
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Woods-Marsden, Renaissance Self-Portraiture, 209.
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unbeknown to Anguissola at the time, this painting marks the moment in which she
began to surpass her teacher in her artistic endeavors. After Anguissola’s move to Spain,
her fame spread throughout Europe, while Bernardino Campi continued to work locally
in Lombardy.

184

Anguissola’s paintings like many of her female counterparts are very much a re
enactment of female virtue and propriety as we saw in Chapter One with Lavinia
Fontana, and Chapter Two with Anguissola’s two self-portraits. Fontana used SelfPortrait at the Keyboard with a Maidservant to demonstrate her virtue, her musical, and
her artistic talents as well as her intelligence. Art historian Fredrika H. Jacobs in her
article “Woman’s Capacity to Create: The Unusual Case of Sofonisba Anguissola”
(1994) writes about Sofonisba’s characterization by Vasari and others as being
“consistent with the prescriptives for the ideal gentildonna set forth in an ever-increasing
number of sixteenth-century texts.”

185

Texts such as Giovan Giorgio Trissino’s IRitratti (1524), Lodovico Dolce’s Della
institution delle donne (1545), Federico Luigini’s II libro della bella donna (1554), and
Domenico Bruni’s Difese delle donne (1559) advise women to be pious and decorous.186
Italian author Baldassare Castiglione’s II libro del cortegiano from 1528 is another
important text that articulates ideas pertaining to the cultivated Renaissance
gentildonna.

184
185
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The gentildonna as defined by these authors, was to be a virtuous and
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Jacobs, “Woman’s Capacity to Create,” 76.
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Mclver, “Lavinia Fontana’s ‘Self-Portrait Making M usic,”’ 3.
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well-educated woman who wrote poetry, sang, played musical instruments, and
participated in theatricals.

In addition, the gentildonna was known to receive a

humanistic education involving the study of grammar, rhetoric, poetry, history, and moral
philosophy based on Latin authors such as Virgil and Cicero.

Women were expected

to follow the example of the gentildonna as was explained in these texts, in order to
emulate this behavior which was seen as appropriate womanly conduct.
While texts provided examples of appropriate womanly conduct, painters could
likewise serve as models for Anguissola and other women in the Renaissance. In their
book Sofonisba Anguissola: Renaissance Woman (1995), art historians Sylvia FerinoPagden and Maria Kusche write that when Anguissola introduces herself as a virgin, or a
maiden, this is “a conscious reference to the famous woman painter from antiquity called
Iaia by Pliny and Marcia by Boccaccio.”

This painter was an example of the perpetua

virgo, which translated literally means the long-lasting virgin, and she renounced
physical pleasure to dedicate herself to the arts.

191

Considering these issues of female virtue, Anguissola’s Bernardino Campi
Painting Sofonisba Anguissola from 1554 is an unusual presentation of self since the
teacher is painting the student. In the image, Anguissola has depicted her art teacher
Bernardino Campi, in the act of painting an image—that of Anguissola— on canvas. A
formal analysis of Anguissola’s image indicates its uniqueness. Following conventions,
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Anguissola is dressed in a manner that facilitates her enactment of the pious and virtuous
woman. She wears a dark, elegant dress, with white ruffles around her neck and sleeves.
Her hair is parted in the middle and pulled back as was the fashion of the day. Her
virtuousness is conveyed by the structure of her soft gaze towards the viewer. In contrast
Campi is less engaged with the viewer than Anguissola; presumably because he is in the
act of painting. Yet he too is dressed in fine attire and not a painter’s smock, thus,
recognizing his gentlemanly role.
Just as Anguissola’s identity is defined by her virtue, her identity is also defined
by her relationship to Campi. Since Campi is shown creating her image, Anguissola
appears to be giving him credit for having formalized her career. Conceptually then, he is
rendered as both her symbolic creator, as in the image here, but literally as her teacher.
He is the artist, and the creator, and he is responsible for presenting her image to the
viewer. However, reading the painting in this manner would be too simple, since
Anguissola is the real artist of the painting, and she is the one who has chosen to present
herself in this manner. Clearly, Anguissola validates Campi’s influence in her artistic
development, yet her position within the painting suggests something more complex as
she is the focal point of the image. She is more monumental in scale than her teacher. By
placing herself in the center of the canvas, Anguissola articulates that her career is about
to become larger and more imposing than her teacher, although she would not have
known this at the time. In this presentation of self, Anguissola manipulates the creator,
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the subject, and the object dynamics in her creation of this image.

192

The creator, subject,

and object positions become framing devices used by the artist in her complex
presentation of self.
Numerous scholars have discussed the importance of Anguissola’s self
representation from diverse perspectives. I specifically will consider the scholarship of
the art historians Ilya Sandra Perlingieri, Catherine King, and Mary Garrard to
contextualize my interpretation of Anguissola’s artwork. These three scholars have been
chosen since each presents a different approach and format to the artist and her art.
Perlingieri’s textbook Sofonisba Angnissolci: The First Great Woman Artist o f the
Renaissance (1992) provides a comprehensive approach to understanding the life and
artwork of Anguissola, from the beginning of her career, to the end. Catherine King’s
article “Looking at Sight: Sixteenth Century Portraits of Woman Artists” (1995) situates
Anguissola’s painting within a context of other female self-portraits done within different
countries during the sixteenth century. Mary Garrard’s essay “Here’s Looking at Me:
Sofonisba Anguissola and the Problem of the Woman Artist” (1994) provides a detailed
discussion of Anguissola’s painting Bernardino Campi Painting Sofonisba Anguissola. In
her discussion, she considers social, historical, and gender implications relevant to the
painting.
To begin, Perlingieri’s socio-economic and historical approach must be evaluated,
especially to call into question the validity of some of her claims with regards to the192

192 In my own terms the subject within the painting is the person given the greatest position o f
prominence, and they are the focal point within the image. The object is less relevant to the image, and is
second in position to the subject.
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significance of the painting. There is much validity to her research due to her
comprehensive approach to understanding the life and artwork of Anguissola. She is one
of the few scholars to publish a textbook that focuses solely on Anguissola, while taking
into account various social, economic, and political factors affecting the artist and her
work. However, at the same time, Perlingieri romanticizes certain aspects of Anguissola’s
life as an artist. In considering her writing, I found it necessary to remember Glassie’s
belief that documents and uninscribed artifacts want separate analysis, as well as
comparison, in order to decipher valid or invalid points.

In reading Perlingieri’s book,

and comparing historical facts in addition to the painting itself, there appear to be some
discrepancies in her information.
Firstly, Perlingieri suggests that it was only the aristocratic or wealthy middle
classes who could afford to present themselves as being engaged in a favorite activity as
Anguissola has done within this painting.

In contrast, most sixteenth-century portraits

tended to show elaborately dressed individuals who were either sitting or standing.

Yet

Perlingieri’s claim that Anguissola presented herself in a favorite activity should be
questioned. Anguissola worked professionally as an artist, and has therefore portrayed
herself in relation to her job, as opposed to a leisure activity. It would be incorrect to
assume that Anguissola considered her profession to be a calming and relaxing pastime.
While this first claim should be called into question, Perlingieri also draws
attention to issues of attribution, which prove valuable. What is particularly interesting*194

l9j Glassie, Material Culture, 46.
194 Perlingieri, Sofonisba Anguissola, 49.
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about Perlingieri5s analysis is her recognition that many of the details in the painting
“have been obscured by more than four hundred years of accumulated dirt.”

Areas of

the painting such as the mahlstick that Campi utilizes and Anguissola’s signature of
“VIRGO” and “....SOLA” at the bottom right-hand comer are barely visible.

197

Despite

this awareness, Perlingieri suggests that the figures in this painting are less flat, and more
life-like than Anguissola’s other images.

This insinuates that Campi could have

created the painting, since the style differs to Anguissola’s painting style. In so doing,
Perlingieri raises questions, intentionally or not, of attribution.
Catherine King likewise addresses issues of attribution. She indicates that there
was no precedent of teachers portraying their pupils, although there were prior instances
of pupils portraying their teachers.

She draws attention to the uniqueness of the

painting. She also claims that this was Anguissola’s “most ambitious portrait,” because of
the interesting way in which Anguissola is represented in relation to her teacher; Campi’s
hand is placed over Anguissola’s heart.200 Yet King is cautious in her interpretation,
suggesting that deciphering images can be difficult. She considers both sides by stating
that if Campi painted the image, then he was trying to document his own creativity and
skills as a teacher.

She also considers that if Anguissola painted the image, she was

attempting to show Campi’s influence on her career as an artist. These issues of

196Perlingieri, Sofonisbci Anguissola, 49.
197
198
199
200
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attribution raised by Perlingieri and King illustrate Anguissola’s playful approach to self
representation where her role as artist is ambiguous.
Somewhat differently from Perlingieri and King, Mary Garrard adopts a more
complex analysis of the painting.“ “ Garrard is especially concerned with the artist’s
identity and presentation of self, as she questions whether or not Anguissola has
relinquished the subject role in the painting since Campi becomes the subject who is
empowered, while Anguissola becomes the object in the picture.

Garrard first defines

the subject and object position as being “the differentiation of herself as artist [the subject
. .

,.204

position] from her self as trope and theme for the male artist [the object position].”

However, Garrard also acknowledges that Anguissola may have complicated the subject
and object positions within the image by intensifying the distance between herself as
artist (the subject) and herself as model (object) with the inclusion of a third person
(Campi).2
02*205 I suggest that the subject, object, and creator positions are framing devices
used by the artist to draw attention to the subjective nature of the self-portrait.
For Garrard, even within the same image the subject and object positions are not
stable, but are subject to change, depending on interpretation. Anguissola’s framing
devices are malleable. Anguissola becomes the object if one considers that it is Campi
who calls attention to the woman artist, and he commemorates her identity by painting

202 Mary D. Garrard, “Here’s Looking at Me: Sofonisba Anguissola and the Problem o f the
Woman Artist,” Renaissance Quarterly 47, no. 3 (1994), 560.
203
Ibid.
204
Ibid.
205
Ibid., 558.
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this image of her.

206

Campi’s presence has the effect of doubly distancing the painted

image of the artist because within the fictive realm of painting, “he is more real than she

However Garrard also points out that Anguissola is not deliberately constructing
an image that demeans her own position and worth, since Anguissola’s image is larger
and is situated at a higher level to that of Campi’s, making her more imposing.

By

making her image larger and more imposing, Anguissola draws attention to her
importance within the painting. Furthermore, of crucial importance “is the invisible
Sofonisba Anguissola who is both artist and subject.”

As the artist, Anguissola has

painted both Campi and herself, placing her in the subject position once again. This
demonstrates the malleability of the subject and object positions within the image, with
Anguissola placing herself in the subject position, in order to demonstrate her importance
and worth.
Of the three scholars mentioned above, Garrard’s approach is most similar to
mine. This is because she is considering the presentation of self, and also draws attention
to various issues at play within the image as well as the relationship between the objects
and people in the image. However, I am interested in the elements of performance such
as the staging of the body and the placement of other items in the room. The concept of*
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the actor or actress putting on a show is evident in Italian self-portraiture, and also in
Italian Renaissance theatre.21021*45
It is documented that women were performers in plays as early as the 1540s; they
acted in commedia dell ’arte troupes.

211

By the 1560s, actresses became a normal feature

in travelling professional companies, and became stars with admirers.

212

Isabella

Andreini, in addition to being a writer and publisher, is known to be one of the earliest
actresses in Italian Renaissance theatre.

Most of her works contain allusions to topics

of virtue and propriety, while rejecting the “actress-whore” identification.

214

This draws

attention to the manner in which the female image on stage, in theatre, and in art was
often associated with her sexuality.
The virtue of a woman was held in high esteem in the Renaissance. Women were
expected to present themselves as the gentildonna, or the noblewoman, mentioned earlier
in this chapter. The gentildonna was someone who exhibited acceptable feminine
behaviours.

This idea of the virtuous woman was also seen with Fontana in Chapter

One, and Anguissola’s other self-portraits in Chapter Two; they presented themselves
fully clothed in formal attire, with hair pulled back, and make reference to their virginity.
In Anguissola’s painting Bernardino Campi Painting Sofonisba Anguissola, her status as

Sennett, The Fall o f Public Man, 107.
211 Richard Andrews, “Isabella Andreini and Others: Women on Stage in the late Cinquecento,” in
Women in Italian Renaissance Culture and Society, edited by Letizia Panizza (Oxford, UK: European
Humanities Research Centre, University o f Oxford, 2000), 319.
212 Ibid., 320.
2,3 Ibid., 322.
214 Ibid., 327.
215 Garrard, “Here’s Looking at Me,” 580.
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a virtuous woman is also evident to the viewer. The artist presents herself in formal and
respectable clothing, with her hair pulled back.
However, the placement of Campi’s hand on her heart raises questions of her
virtue as well as to the attribution of the painting. King suggests that Campi’s placement
of his hand on Anguissola’s heart creates a sense of intimacy between the two figures.

216

King questions whether or not the hand’s placement in this location was appropriate,
since Anguissola prided herself on her maidenly propriety. For King, this lack of
propriety insinuates that Anguissola may not have painted the image, but rather Campi
painted it to promote his professional career. In 1554 when this image was created,
Campi was working at a court post in Milan. By representing himself in the act of
painting Anguissola, he could be attempting to demonstrate his role in forming her
career, thereby demonstrating his abilities and talents as a teacher.
I believe that this analysis would undermine Anguissola’s virtue and call into
question her status as a gentildonna. King’s supposition is speculative, as is mine, since it
is well documented that over the course of Anguissola’s career she was held in high
esteem as an artist and a noble woman. In fact, the term virtuous still applied to
Anguissola when she was in her thirties, and yet to have married.

The artist is also

known to have “embraced the descriptor virgo,” or virgin, since this word is used as part
of her signature in eight of her paintings.

216
217
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During the Renaissance, the word virgin
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“called attention to her impeccable morals, effectively countering any possible
219
association of her image with the courtesan type of portrait.”
Furthermore, due to the darkening of the painting over time, it is difficult to see
whether the hand has been placed over Anguissola’s heart, or over her breast. Depending
on its intended placement, this might also change the meaning of the painting. As was
mentioned above, King believes that the hand has been placed over Anguissola’s heart.
Art historian Joanna Woods-Marsden when discussing this painting likewise indicates
that the hand has been placed over her heart. She writes that Campi’s right hand “is better
characterized as resting on the general area of Anguissola’s heart rather than her
breast.”*220
Simiarly to Garrard, I do not believe that Anguissola is constructing an image that
intentionally demeans her position, worth, or virtue through the placement of Campi’s
hand over her heart. Instead, the hand’s placement might be intended to reference the
process of artistic creation, and Anguissola’s source of inspiration. I do believe that
Campi’s identity becomes tied to that of Anguiossola’s, and the hand’s action becomes a
visible representation of this process. Also noteworthy is the fact that his hand occupies a
central position within the painting, and has been carefully aligned along a vertical axis
with Anguissola’s head and her left hand. His hand in this location also helps maintain
the balance and symmetry of the painting since a line drawn between Campi’s head,
Anguissola’s head and Campi’s hand, create a triangle. The hand’s placement helps

J'9Ibid-

220 Woods-Marsden, Renaissance Self-Portraiture, 208.
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maintain the symmetry of the painting, thus acting as an aesthetic framing device for the
painting.
Through Anguissola’s unique mode of self-representation, where she places
herself on the canvas, being painted by her teacher, the artist engages in self-reflection by
playing with her identity in the self-portrait. Within the space of her painting, which
becomes a stage, Anguissola creates a performance that demonstrates her teacher’s
contribution in the making of her identity as an artist. However, Anguissola does not
minimize her own importance within the image, despite placing her teacher in the act of
painting her. Instead, she monumentalizes herself by the size and scale of her portrait
within the painting. Finally, like Titian, Anguissola also asks the viewer to question the
relationship between the artist and the subject, as she draws attention to the complex
relationship between the two, by creating an inanimate representation of herself.
I suggest that Anguissola became an actress on stage within the image of
Bernardino Campi Painting Sofonisba Anguissola. In this static image, the creator uses
strategies and devices of improvisation in her show. Her clothes, make-up, setting, and
the act itself, all work together to create a playful presentation. Anguissola presents
aspects of her identity in relation to Campi to the audience. As a performer, Anguissola
presents a version of herself to the public, where her identity becomes directly connected
to that of her teacher.
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Every facet of Anguissola’s presentation becomes manipulate in some manner,
to use John Martin’s expression.

221

The placement of each prop on stage becomes a

careful articulation of the message the artist would like to portray to the viewer.

Each

of these elements must be manipulated independently of one another, but each of these
elements also works together as a whole. In this manner Anguissola’s identity is put
together, and carefully constructed through a combination of framing devices and
materials, both physical and conceptual. The artist uses her body, Campi’s body,
clothing, and the space as framing devices within the painting.
Titian and Anguissola both become actors within their self-portraits. Titian
becomes an actor in his non-autographic Self-Portrait by calling into question his identity
as the artist and as the sitter. By creating distance between self as artist and self as sitter,
he draws attention to the constructed nature of the portrait. He uses his body as a prop to
position himself as he desires, and asks the viewer to think about who has created the
image, and how the image has been created. The manipulation involved in identity
construction becomes relevant, especially as it seems that Titian is in fact putting on a
performance of self for the viewer.
Similarly to Titian, Anguissola becomes an actress with the painting Bernardino
Campi Painting Sofonisba Anguissola. Like Titian, she uses her body as a prop when she
places herself on the stage of the canvas in a static image. Anguissola’s image raises
many questions of attribution, since it appears as though Campi is the artist and

221 Martin, “Inventing Sincerity,
Ibid.

Refashioning Prudence,1
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Anguissola is the subject being painted. However, her centrality within the painting, as
well as her height above Campi, places her in a position of prominence. The artist has
carefully constructed a performance of self, where her identity is closely connected to
that of her teacher.
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F ig u r e s

Figure 3-1. Titian, Self-Portrait, c. 1565. Oil on canvas, 96x75cm, Berlin, Germany.
[http://commons.wikimedia.0rg/wiki/File:Titian_Self_Portrait.jpg]
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Figure 3-2. Sofonisba Anguissola, Bernardino Campi Painting Sofonisba Anguissola, c
1554. Oil on canvas, 43x43 in. Pinacoteca Nazionale, Siena.
[http://www.backtoclassics.com/gallery/luciaanguissola/bemardinocampipainting
sofonisbaanguissola.jpg].
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C o n c l u s io n

This thesis has considered how the late-Renaissance individual was a
construction, created through a series of framing devices. Some of the most important
framing devices include the body, clothing, and the space within the painting. By artfully
manipulating these elements in the painting, artists such as Albrecht Dürer, Lavinia
Fontana, Sofonisba Anguissola, Titian, and Parmigianino helped illustrate the subjective
nature of the portrait or self-portrait. The paintings considered over the course of this
project have shown how the artist’s presentation of self was carefully and artfully
constructed, to speak to the viewer about the sitter’s identity. I am greatly indebted to the
research done on material culture, as it has helped inform this discussion. As was noted
throughout, Henry Glassie’s book Material Culture has provided new insight for
considering Renaissance paintings.
Over the course of this project I have tried to show the individual value and
relevance of each painting as it pertained to the artist, and the time period in question.
This means that a great deal of value has been placed on understanding how paintings
functioned as products of a culture, society, and time period. In addition, I have tried to
create a direct and personal interpretation of the artist’s intent, through consideration of
scholars’ writings, and my own observation. There is much to be said on the topic of lateRenaissance portraiture and self-portraiture, as it relates to the construction of the artistic
identity and the sitter’s identity. This topic has been interesting for me to consider, and
has opened up new ways for understanding art produced during the late-Renaissance.
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